SURAH 40 



Ghafir 

(The Forgiver) 



Prologue 



This surah deals with the major issues of truth and falsehood, faith 
and unfaith, the message and those who reject it, as well as unjustifiable 
tyranny and how God smites tyrants who seek to impose their will on 
others. It also refers to the position of believers who follow Divine 
guidance and obey God’s commandments. It mentions how the angels 
pray that they may be forgiven their sins, and how God answers their 
prayers. It also speaks about the reward awaiting them in the life to 
come. 

Such being its subject matter, the whole atmosphere of the surah is 
one of a battle, the battle between truth and falsehood, faith and 
tyranny. This is interspersed with an air of grace and mercy whenever 
the believers are mentioned. The general atmosphere is generated 
through a description of how earlier communities were destroyed as a 
result of their opposition to Divine faith, as well as several images of 
the Day of Judgement. All in all, these awesome images suit the sombre 
air of the surah. 

Fittingly, the opening of the surah uses short phrases that carry a 
distinctive beat: ‘who forgives sins; accepts repentance; is severe in 
retribution; limitless in bounty; there is no deity other than Him; to 
Him is the ultimate return .’ (Verse 3) These phrases sound like hammers 
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striking in unison, with harmony between meaning and rhythm. Note 
also that words like ‘might’ and ‘power’ are frequently used in the 
surah. 

As a whole, the surah has a powerful effect on us, portraying as it 
does scenes of the Day of Judgement and images of the fate of earlier 
communities. At times, it softens its rhythm so as to gently touch our 
hearts, showing us images of the angels who carry God’s throne, as 
well as those around it, praying to God to bestow His grace on His 
devoted servants. The same may be said regarding the verses that refer 
to universal scenes or to the finer elements of the human soul, as both 
provide evidence in support of the truth of faith. Here, then, are some 
examples of the verses that generate these feelings: 

1. In reference to earlier communities and their fate: “ Before their 
time the people of Noah rejected the truth, as did other groups and 
communities after them. Each of these communities schemed against 
the messenger sent to them, aiming to lay their hands on him. 
With false argument they strove to refute the truth, but then I 
took them to task. How awesome was My punishment f (Verse 5) 
“ Have they, then, never travelled through the land and beheld 
what happened in the end to those who lived before them ? Greater 
were they in power than they are, and in the impact which they 
left on earth. God, however, took them to task for their sins, and 
they had none to defend them against God. That was because 
their messengers came to them with all the evidence of the truth, 
yet they rejected it. So God took them to task. He is powerful, 
stern in retribution." (Verses 21-22) 

2. In reference to the Day of Resurrection: “ Warn them of the Day 
that is ever drawing near, when people's hearts will chokingly come 
up to the throats. The wrongdoers will have neither intimate friend 
nor intercessor to be heeded." (Verse 1 8) "Do you not see how those 
who dispute God’s revelations are turned away from the truth ? 
Those who reject the Book and the messages We sent through Our 
messengers. They will certainly come to know when, with chains 
and shackles round their necks, they will be dragged into scalding 
water, and then burnt in the fire of hell." (Verses 69-72) 



2 




G HAFIR (The Forgiver) 40 



3. A softer touch is provided in the scene of those who carry God’s 
throne, devoted as they are in humble prayer: “ Those who bear 
the Throne and those around it extol their Lord’s limitless glory 
and praise, and have faith in Him, and pray for the forgiveness of 
all believers: Our Lord! You embrace all things with [Your] grace 
and knowledge. Forgive, then, those who turn to You in repentance 
and follow Your path, and shield them from the suffering in the 
blazing fire. And, our Lord, admit them to the gardens of perpetual 
bliss You have promised them, together with the righteous from 
among their ancestors, spouses and offspring. You alone are the 
Almighty, the Wise. Shield them from all evil. Anyone whom on 
that day You shall shield from evil, You shall have graced with 
mercy. That will be the supreme triumph.'" (Verses 7-9) 

4. Inspirational touches are achieved in the portrayals of miraculous 
phenomena in the universe and within the human soul: “It is He 
who creates you out of dust, then out of a gamete, then out of a 
clinging cell mass; and then He brings you forth as infants. He 
then lets you reach maturity, and then grow old — although some 
of you die earlier. [All this He ordains] so that you may reach your 
appointed term, and you may use your reason. It is He who ordains 
life and death. When He wills something to be, He only says to it, 
'Be, and it is.” (Verses 67-68) “It is God who has made for you 
the night in which to rest, and the day to make you see. God is 
limitless in His bounty to man, but most people do not give thanks. 
Such is God, your Lord, the Creator of all that exists: there is no 
deity other than Him. How deluded can you beT (Verses 61-62) 
“It is God who has made the earth a resting place for you and the 
sky a canopy. He has moulded you into a comely shape and provided 
you with wholesome things. Such is God, your Lord. So glory be to 
God, the Lord of all the worlds." (Verse 64) 

In all these images there is evident harmony and consistency, the 
whole ambience perfectly fitting the surah's subject matter. 

The surah may be divided into four parts. The first begins with two 
separate letters: “Ha. Mlm. The revelation of this book is from God, the 
Almighty, the All-Knowing." (Verses 1-2) This is followed by the short 
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phrases with their distinctive beat, to which we referred earlier. The surah 
then states that the whole universe submits to God and obeys Him. 
Only the unbelievers dispute God’s revelations, thus they separate 
themselves from the rest of the universe. Therefore, the Prophet should 
pay no attention to them, no matter how affluent and well pleased they 
appear to be. They will inevitably face the same fate suffered by earlier 
communities of unbelievers. God smote them with a stern punishment. 
Nevertheless, more suffering awaits them in the life to come. By contrast, 
the angels carrying God’s throne, as well as those surrounding it, declare 
their belief in their Lord, address their worship to Him alone, and pray 
for the forgiveness of the believers among the dwellers of the earth, as 
well as for their success and prosperity. 

At the same time, the surah gives an image of the unbelievers when 
the entire universe, which believes in God, calls out to them on the Day 
of Resurrection, saying: "Indeed, greater than your present loathing of 
yourselves is God’s loathing of you when you were called to the faith and 
you rejected it." (Verse 10) In their position of humiliation, which 
contrasts with their arrogance in this present life, they admit their faults 
and acknowledge their Lord, but such realization is now of no use to 
them. They are only reminded of what they used to do when they 
associated partners with God and arrogandy turned from His guidance. 

This image of the hereafter is followed by one presenting people’s 
situation in this present life: "He it is who shows you His signs and sends 
down sustenance from the sky for you." (Verse 13) They are so reminded 
in order that they may turn to their Lord and declare their belief in Him 
as the only God: "Pray to God, then, sincere in your faith in Him alone, 
however hateful this may be to the unbelievers." (Verse 14) The surah 
then adds a strong warning of that fearful day, and follows this with an 
image of how they stand on that day: "the Day when they shall come 
forth, with nothing about them concealed from God." (Verse 16) Those 
who are arrogant, tyrannical or disputant will all disappear into 
insignificance: “ With whom does sovereignty rest today ? With God, the 
One who holds absolute sway over all that exists." (Verse 16) The surah 
goes on to give further images of that day when judgement over all 
belongs to God alone. All those worshipped instead or alongside Him 
are nowhere to be seen. 



4 




GHAFIR (The Forgiver) 40 



The second part begins with a reference to the fate suffered by some 
past communities. This serves as a prelude to the narration about certain 
events from Moses’ life history and specifically his encounter with 
Pharaoh, Haman and Korah or Qarun. These events, representing 
tyrants’ attitude to the message of truth, are only told in this surah. 
There is no reference to them anywhere else in the Qur’an. They tell 
us of a believer from Pharaoh’s own household, who concealed the 
fact that he believed in Moses’ message. He tries first to protect Moses 
against Pharaoh’s attempt to kill him. He states the word of truth, 
putting it cautiously at first, then ultimately declaring it openly and 
clearly. In his argument with Pharaoh, this believer presents strong 
and clear evidence for the truth, warns Pharaoh and his people of the 
Day of Judgement, describes some images of the day in an inspirational 
way and reminds them of their attitude and that of generations before 
them to Joseph and his message. The story is developed in such a way 
as to link it, eventually, to the life to come, and we see them all there, 
disputing among themselves as they suffer in hell. The dialogue occurs 
between the weak elements of society and their arrogant leaders, on 
the one side, and another takes place between them all and the angels 
in charge of hell, trying to find a way out when there is none. In the 
light of this last scene, the surah directs the Prophet Muhammad to 
remain patient in adversity, to have full trust that God’s promise will 
come true, and to glorify and praise Him. 

The third part starts with a statement that those who dispute God’s 
revelations without providing any sound argument in support of what 
they say are only motivated by a quest for greatness. Yet they are too 
insignificant to attain this. The surah then directs people’s hearts to 
reflect on the great universe God has created, which is far greater than 
all mankind. This reminder may perhaps make those who are arrogant 
better appreciate the greatness of God’s creation, rather than remaining 
blind to it: “ The creation of the heavens and the earth is indeed greater 
than the creation of man; yet most people do not understand." (Verse 
57) It reminds them of the approach of the Last Hour and directs 
them to pray to God, for He responds to those who pray to Him. 

Those who choose to remain arrogant will inevitably enter hell in 
complete humiliation. Here the surah portrays some of the universal 
signs that they ignore. We see the night portrayed as a time for rest and 
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the day is given eyes, while the earth is shown as a resting place and the 
sky a canopy. In relation to themselves, the surah also reminds them to 
reflect on the pleasing shape and form God has given them. It directs 
them to submit to God with sincerity. It instructs the Prophet to distance 
himself from what they worship, declare Gods order to him to reject 
their deities and to submit to the Lord of all the worlds. It seeks to 
make their hearts more responsive by mentioning that God, the Creator 
of the universe, is the One who originated them from dust first, then 
. from a gamete. It is He who gives life and deals death. Again the surah 
makes the Prophet wonder at those who argue about God, warning 
them against punishment in the hereafter, and portrays a very powerful 
image of such punishment: “ They will certainly come to know when, 
with chains and shackles round their necks, they will be dragged into scalding 
water, and then burnt in the fire of hell." (Verses 70-72) Indeed, those 
whom they worshipped will disown their worship, while they themselves 
deny having ever worshipped anyone. Ultimately, they end up in hell, as 
they are told: “ Enter now the gates of hell, where you shall abide. Evil 
indeed is the abode of the arrogant." (Verse 76) Again, in the light of this 
scene the Prophet is instructed to remain patient in adversity, and to 
trust in the fulfilment of God’s promise, whether he remains alive to see 
some of what this promise involves or he is made to die before its 
fulfilment. The promise will come true at the time appointed for it. 

The surah's fourth and final part is closely linked with its third. As 
the Prophet is directed to wait patiently, he is told that God sent many 
messengers before him: "No messenger could bring a sign except by God’s 
leave.” (Verse 78) Still, there are many signs in the universe, and there 
are also plenty of signs that people ignore. Who, for example made 
cattle subservient to man? Furthermore, the ships that carry them on 
the sea are a sign they see with their eyes. The fate of past communities 
should also serve as an admonition to them. The surah then concludes 
with a powerful image coupled with strong rhythm, showing a 
community of unbelievers faced with God’s might. They declared their 
belief, but it was too late: "But accepting the faith after they had seen 
Our might was not going to benefit them at all. This has always been 
God’s way of dealing with His creatures. There and then the unbelievers 
will be lost." (Verse 85) This is a fitting ending, one that depicts the 
fate of those who are arrogant. 
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A Prayer by Angels 



Ghafir (The Forgiver) 







In the Name of God, the Lord of 
Grace, the Ever Mercijul 




Ha. Mim. (1) 




The revelation of this book is 
from God, the Almighty, the All- 
Knowing, (2) 






who forgives sins, accepts 
repentance, is severe in retribution 
and limitless in bounty. There is 
no deity other than Him. To Him 
is the ultimate return. (3) 



None but the unbelievers dispute 
God’s revelations. Let it not 
deceive you that they seem to be 
able to do as they please on earth. 

( 4 ) 
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Before their time the people of 
Noah rejected the truth, as did 
other groups and communities 
after them. Each of these 
communities schemed against 
the messenger sent to them, 
aiming to lay their hands on 
him. With false argument they 
strove to refute the truth, but 
then I took them to task. How 
awesome was My punishment! 
(5) 






Thus your Lord’s word shall 
come true against the un- 
believers: they will be the 
dwellers in the fire of hell. (6) 

Those who bear the Throne and 
those around it extol their Lord’s 
limitless glory and praise, and 
have faith in Him, and pray for 
the forgiveness of all believers: 
‘Our Lord! You embrace all 
things with [Your] grace and 
knowledge. Forgive, then, those 
who turn to You in repentance 
and follow Your path, and shield 
them from the suffering in the 
blazing fire. (7) 
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‘And, our Lord, admit them to 
the gardens of perpetual bliss You 
have promised them, together 
with the righteous from among 
their ancestors, spouses and 
offspring. You alone are the 
Almighty, the Wise. (8) 

‘Shield them from all evil. 
Anyone whom on that day You 
shall shield from evil, You shall 
have graced with mercy. That will 
be the supreme triumph.’ (9) 

The unbelievers will be addressed: 
‘Indeed, greater than your present 
loathing of yourselves is God’s 
loathing of you when you were 
called to the faith and you 
rejected it.’ (10) 

They will say: ‘Our Lord! Twice 
have You caused us to die, just as 
twice You have brought us to life! 
Now that we have recognized our 
sins, is there any way out?’ (11) 

[They will be told]: ‘This is all 
because when God alone was 
invoked, you denied this truth; 
whereas, when partners were 
associated with Him, you 
believed in them! All judgement 
rests with God, the Exalted, the 
Supreme One.’ (12) 
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He it is who shows you His signs 
and sends down sustenance from 
the sky for you. Yet only those 
who turn to God will take heed. 

(13) 




Pray to God, then, sincere in 
your faith in Him alone, however 
hateful this may be to the 
unbelievers. (14) 



High above all orders [of being] 
is He, the Lord of the Throne. | 
By His own will does He bestow 
revelation on whomever He wills 
of His servants, so as to warn of 
the Day when all shall meet 
Him; (15) 









the Day when they shall come 
forth, with nothing about them 
concealed from God. With 
whom does sovereignty rest 
today? With God, the One who 
holds absolute sway over all that 
exists. (16) 






This day each soul will be 
requited for what it has earned: 
no injustice will be done today. 
God is swift in reckoning. (17) 
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Warn them of the Day that is ever 
drawing near, when people’s 
hearts will chokingly come up to 
the throats. The wrongdoers will 
have neither intimate friend nor 
intercessor to be heeded. (18) 



(jji 




God is well aware of the most 
stealthy glance, and of everything 
the heart would conceal. (19) 




God will judge in accordance 
with truth and justice, whereas 
those whom they invoke beside 
Him cannot judge at all. God 
alone hears all and sees all. (20) 
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Clear Outline 

Ha. Mlm. The revelation of this book is from God, the Almighty, 
the All-Knowing, who forgives sins, accepts repentance, is severe in 
retribution and limitless in bounty. There is no deity other than 
Him. To Him is the ultimate return. (Verses 1-3) 

This is the first of seven surahs that all begin with the two separate 
letters, HdMim. In one of these seven surahs three other separate letters, 
'Ayn Sin Qaf are added after the initial two. We have already discussed 
why some surahs start with these separate letters, thereby indicating 
that the Qur’an, which defies imitation, is composed of such letters 
which the Arabs used every day, orally and in writing, in their language. 

This is followed by a statement of a fact that is frequently used in 
Makkan surahs given these seek to establish faith: the fact of revelation: 
“ The revelation of this book is from God, the Almighty, the All-Knowing." 
(Verse 2) A number of God’s attributes are then stated. These are directly 
relevant to the subject matter of the surah and the issues it discusses: 
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“the Almighty, the All-Knowing, who forgives sins, accepts repentance, is 
severe in retribution and limitless in bounty. There is no deity other than 
Him. To Him is the ultimate return." (Verses 2-3) In fact all the issues 
the siirah raises relate to these attributes of God, powerfully stated at 
the outset to give an impression that they are well and firmly 
established. 

Limitless in His glory, God outlines to His servants these of His 
attributes that have a profound effect on their lives. Thus, He raises 
their hopes and fears, making them feel that they are within His grasp 
and can never elude what He wills. The attributes highlighted here are: 

The Almighty: He is overpowering. No one can get the better of 
Him, while He has power over all things. When He decides 
something, nothing can stop this from occurring. 

The All-Knowing. He conducts all affairs on the basis of perfect 
knowledge. Nothing is hidden from Him. 

He forgives sins: He grants His forgiveness on the basis of His 
knowledge about those servants who deserve to be forgiven. 

He accepts repentance: When sinners repent, He accepts their 
repentance and bestows His grace on them, opening the door for 
them to address Him directly. 

He is severe in retribution: He punishes the arrogant who are 
hardened in sin, unwilling to show regret or seek forgiveness. 

Limitless in bounty: He bestows His limitless grace, multiplies 
the reward for good deeds and gives without reckoning. 

There is no deity other than Him: He alone is the Godhead who 
has no partners or equals. 

To Him is the ultimate return: None can evade meeting Him or 
escape accountability. 



12 




G HAFIR (The Forgiver) 40 



These attributes provide a clear outline of the interrelation between 
Him and His servants. They should be clear in their feelings, thoughts 
and understanding of how to deal with Him. Then, they will have no 
ambiguity about what pleases Him or incurs His anger. 

In the past, those who held beliefs based on legends were at a loss in 
knowing how to deal with their deities, because they had no clear idea 
of what pleased or angered them. They pictured them as impulsive, 
having no clear aim or purpose, demonstrating violent reactions and 
causing people much worry and confusion. They resorted to charms 
and sacrifices in their attempts to please such deities, but could only 
guess about whether they were satisfied or not. By contrast, Islam 
provides a very clear concept, establishing a relationship between people 
and their true Lord, outlining His attributes, defining His will, and 
instructing them on how to draw closer to Him, fear His punishment 
and pray for His mercy, always following a straight and clear path. 



The Same Old Battle 

None but the unbelievers dispute God’s revelations. Let it not deceive 
you that they seem to be able to do as they please on earth. Before 
their time the people of Noah rejected the truth, as did other groups 
and communities after them. Each of these communities schemed 
against the messenger sent to them, aiming to lay their hands on 
him. With false argument they strove to refute the truth, but then 
I took them to task. How awesome was My punishment! Thus your 
Lord’s word shall come true against the unbelievers: they will be the 
dwellers in the fire of hell. (Verses 4-6) 

Having established the truth of God’s oneness and His Divine 
attributes, the surah makes clear that this truth is accepted by all 
creatures. It is, in fact, firmly rooted in their nature and directly related 
to the nature of the universe. All creation is entirely convinced by 
the signs testifying to God’s oneness. Only the unbelievers dispute 
these signs and argue about God’s revelations. Thus they are a class 
apart, choosing to be at odds with the universe and all other creatures 
within it. 
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“ None but the unbelievers dispute God’s revelations." (Verse 4) 
Throughout the entire expanse of the universe, only the unbelievers 
stand apart, deviating from the true path. In relation to the whole 
universe, they are weaker and less significant than an ant in relation to 
planet earth. When they stand on their own disputing God’s revelations 
and denying His signs, the rest of the universe declares its acceptance 
of Him and recognizes His oneness, deriving its strength from Him. 
With their odd attitude, the unbelievers’ fate is sealed, no matter how 
powerful, affluent and mighty they may appear to be: “ Let it not deceive 
you that they seem to be able to do as they please on earth." (Verse 4) 
They may be able to move about, gather wealth, enjoy their power 
and revel in easy living. However, they are ultimately doomed. The 
battle, if there could ever be a battle between them and the Creator of 
the universe, will lead to its inevitable end. 

There were in former times communities that followed the same 
path. Their fate should make clear to the unbelievers what happens in 
the end to anyone who tries to stand against the power of the Almighty: 
“ Before their time the people of Noah rejected the truth , as did other 
groups and communities after them. Each of these communities schemed 
against the messenger sent to them, aiming to lay their hands on him. 
With false argument they strove to refute the truth, but then I took them 
to task. How awesome was My punishment /” (Verse 5) It is the same old 
story, beginning with the Prophet Noah. In other words, the battle 
remains the same throughout all generations. This verse provides an 
overall picture: a message from God received with rejection and tyranny, 
which leads to the inevitable end. Every messenger is met by those in 
power in his community who do not try to justify their stance with 
sound argument. On the contrary, they resort to tyranny and try to do 
away with God’s messenger. They also resort to trickery in order to 
deceive the masses and claim victory for themselves. Therefore, God’s 
power intervenes and smashes them in the most amazing way: “How 
awesome was My punishment f (Verse 5) The punishments meted out 
were indeed severe, leaving in their wake ruins that testify to the same. 
Furthermore, all this is recorded in human history. 

The battle, however, is not over yet. There is a further episode in 
the life to come: “Thus your Lord’s word shall come true against the 
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unbelievers: they will be the dwellers in the fire of hell." (Verse 6) When 
God’s word applies to someone, it always comes true. There can be no 
argument about this. 

Thus does the Qur’an describe the true nature of the battle between 
faith and unfaith, truth and falsehood, those who advocate God’s 
oneness and those who, against all right, behave arrogantly on earth. 
We then realize that this is an old and on-going battle that started at 
the dawn of human life. The battlefield is wider than the whole earth 
because the universe and all that exists in it believe in God and submit 
to Him. The only exceptions are those who dispute God’s revelations. 
The two sides are far from equal: on the side of truth stand an endless 
line, while on the side of falsehood only a small band stands, weak and 
powerless even though it may appear to be able to do as it likes on 
earth and to possess power and authority. 

The Qur’an describes the nature of the battle so that advocates of 
the truth, in all generations, are reassured. They should never be deceived 
by the apparent might enjoyed by the forces of falsehood at any 
particular time, or by the outcome of a single round in the battle. 
Such instances after all do not reflect the complete truth. The truth is 
that which is described in God’s book, in His own words. He is the 
most truthful of all speakers, and He is the Almighty, the All-Knowing. 



A Universal Bond 

A relevant point is that even the angels carrying God’s throne and 
those surrounding it, who rank among the forces of faith in the universe, 
remember the believers among human beings, mention them in God’s 
presence and pray for their forgiveness. They also pray to Him for the 
fulfilment of His promise to those believers with whom the angels 
share their bond of faith: 

Those who bear the Throne and those around it extol their Lord’s 
limitless glory and praise, and have faith in Him, and pray for the 
forgiveness of all believers: ‘Our Lord! You embrace all things with 
[Your] grace and knowledge. Forgive, then, those who turn to You 
in repentance and follow Your path, and shield them from the 
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suffering in the blazing fire. And, our Lord, admit them to the 
gardens of perpetual bliss You have promised them, together with 
the righteous from among their ancestors, spouses and offspring. You 
alone are the Almighty, the Wise. Shield them from all evil. Anyone 
whom on that day You shall shield from evil, You shall have graced 
with mercy. That will be the supreme triumph.' (Verses 7-9) 

We do not know what this throne is: we have no image of it. Nor 
do we know how those assigned to carry it do so or how the others are 
present around it. It is futile to try to determine something which is 
beyond the reach of human understanding or perception. No purpose 
can be served by arguing about something over which God has not 
provided information. All that can be said concerning this fact is that 
there are some creatures who are close to God, and these ‘ extol their 
Lord’s limitless glory and praise, and have faith in Him.' Although the 
fact that they are believers can be taken for granted, this is specifically 
mentioned in the Qur’an to emphasize the bond between them and 
human believers. Having extolled God’s limitless glory, these servants 
of God pray for the believers among humanity, requesting the best 
that one believer can ask for another. 

They begin their supplication in a very polite way, in the process 
teaching us how to couch our own prayers. They say: “ Our Lord! You 
embrace all things with [Your] grace and knowledge .” (Verse 7) As they 
address God, they make clear their request that God bestows His grace 
on people, that they are relying on the fact that His grace embraces all, 
and that His knowledge encompasses everything. Thus, they do not 
make any assumptions; they simply refer to God’s grace and knowledge. 
“ Forgive , then, those who turn to You in repentance and follow Your 
path, and shield them from the suffering in the blazing fire." (Verse 7) 
This reference to God’s forgiveness and people’s repentance corresponds 
to the opening of the surah where God is described as the One who 
forgives sins and accepts repentance. Likewise, the reference to the 
‘ suffering in the blazing fire' corresponds to the earlier description of 
His retribution as being severe. 

These servants of God continue with their supplications, praying 
now for the admission of believers among human beings into heaven, 
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in fulfilment of His promise to His good servants: “ Our Lord, admit 
them to the gardens of perpetual bliss You have promised them, together 
with the righteous from among their ancestors, spouses and offspring. You 
alone are the Almighty, the Wise.” (Verse 8) Admission into heaven is a 
great triumph and means a life of bliss. When there is added to this the 
company of righteous ancestors, spouses and offspring, another 
dimension of bliss is thus granted. Moreover, this is an aspect of the 
unity of all believers. It is in the bond of faith that fathers, spouses and 
offspring are united. Without it, all their ties are severed. This part of 
their supplication highlights God’s attributes of power and wisdom. 
It is this combination that determines how people are judged. 

The supplication continues: “ Shield them from all evil. Anyone whom 
on that day You shall shield from evil. You shall have graced with mercy. 
That will be the supreme triumph'' (Verse 9) Having prayed for their 
admission to heaven, this prayer refers to the most important point in 
the whole difficult process. It is evil deeds that ruin people and lead 
them to their doom. When God shields a believer from evil. He actually 
shields that believer from the consequences of such evil. This is the 
great mercy on the Day of Judgement, and it is only the first step to 
bliss and happiness. This shielding from evil is indeed the great triumph. 



Hating Oneself 

As the carriers of the throne and those surrounding it address their 
prayer to God appealing for His grace to be bestowed on believers, 
their brethren in faith, the unbelievers find themselves in a totally 
different capacity. Everyone is looking for support, but none is to be 
found. In fact all bonds with all beings and things in the universe are 
severed. They are called out so that they can listen to the rebuke coming 
from all directions. The arrogance they demonstrated in this life is 
turned now into humiliation. They want to place their hopes in 
someone, but none is available to encourage their hopes: 

The unbelievers will be addressed: 'Indeed, greater than your present 
loathing of yourselves is God’s loathing of you when you were called 
to the faith and you rejected it. ’ They will say: 'Our Lord! Twice 
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have You caused us to die, just as twice You have brought us to life! 
Now that we have recognized our sins, is there any way out?’ [They 
will be told]: ‘This is all because when God alone was invoked, you 
denied this truth; whereas, when partners were associated with 
Him, you believed in them! All judgement rests with God, the 
Exalted, the Supreme One] (Verses 10-12) 

The Arabic text uses the strongest word for hate. We see them 
addressed from all corners and told that God’s loathing of them when 
they were called upon to believe and still rejected the faith is far stronger 
than their feelings of hate towards themselves as they realize to what 
end they have brought themselves. They realize how different their 
fate could have been, had they responded to the call to faith before it 
was too late. This reminder is exceptionally painful for them in their 
newly difficult situation. 

Now that all delusion is gone, they realize that the only One to turn 
to is God Himself; and so they do: “ They will say: Our Lord! Twice 
have You caused us to die, just as twice You have brought us to life! Now 
that we have recognized our sins, is there any way out?' (Verse 1 1) Their 
words betray their misery and despair. They call out: ‘ Our Lord f Yet 
they had once denied Him and rejected His message. You gave us life 
the first time when You breathed of Your spirit into what was dead 
and thus You gave it life and we became alive. Again You have given us 
life after we died. We are now turning to You because You are the only 
One who can save us from the misery we are in. We acknowledge our 
faults and admit our sins. Is there, then, a way out of this misery? 

Their appeal betrays the direness of their situation. They are in bitter 
despair. They are made to see the reason for their plight: “ This is all 
because when God alone was invoked, you denied this truth; whereas, 
when partners were associated with Him, you believed in them! All 
judgement rests with God, the Exalted, the Supreme One." (Verse 12) 
This is what has brought you to your present position of humiliation. 
You denied God’s oneness and attributed partners to Him. All 
judgement, then, rests with Him, the Exalted, the Supreme. Both 
attributes fit well with the position of judgement. He is Exalted above 
all things and Superior to all beings. 
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No Injustice 

The surah now dwells on one of God’s attributes that fits with His 
exalted position. The believers are instructed to address their prayers 
to Him, associating no partners with Him and to be sincere in their 
devotion to Him alone. The surah also refers to the fact of revelation 
so as to give a warning about the day when all mankind will be brought 
together for judgement, reward and punishment. On that day, all 
dominion and sovereignty belong to God alone: 

He it is who shows you His signs and sends down sustenance from 
the sky for you. Yet only those who turn to God will take heed. Pray 
to God, then, sincere in your faith in Him alone, however hateful 
this may be to the unbelievers. High above all orders [of being] is 
He, the Lord of the Throne. By His own will does He bestow 
revelation on whomever He wills of His servants, so as to warn of 
the Day when all shall meet Him; the Day when they shall come 
forth, with nothing about them concealed from God. With whom 
does sovereignty rest today ? With God, the One who holds absolute 
sway over all that exists. This day each soul will be requited for 
what it has earned: no injustice will be done today. God is swift in 
reckoning. (Verses 13—17) 

“He it is who shows you His signs.” (Verse 13) God’s signs are seen in 
everything in the universe: in the great bodies such as the sun and the 
planets, and also in the great phenomena such as the day and night, 
rain, thunder and lightning. Likewise, they are seen in minute things 
such as the atom, cell, leaf or flower. In each of these there is a 
miraculous sign which appears clearly when man tries to imitate it, let 
alone initiate it. Never can man fully imitate even the simplest little 
thing God has created. 

And He it is who “sends down sustenance from the sky for you.” (Verse 
13) Of all the sustenance God sends down people know best the rain, 
which is the origin of life on earth and the source of food and drink. 
Yet there is so much more than rain that God sends down and people 
learn about this gradually. Part of it consists of the rays that are necessary 
for life on earth. Such sustenance may also include the Divine messages 
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that have provided guidance for mankind ever since the early stages of 
human life on earth. They showed man the right way and provided 
sound codes for living. 

“ Yet only those who turn to God will take heed." (Verse 13) It is the 
one who turns to God that remembers His grace as well as His signs 
and revelations which the unbelievers, with hardened hearts, prefer to 
ignore. In connection with turning to God, the believers are instructed 
to pray to God alone and to be sincere in their faith, paying little heed 
to what the unbelievers feel or say: “ Pray to God, then, sincere in your 
faith in Him alone, however hateful this may be to the unbelievers." 
(Verse 14) The unbelievers will never accept that the believers should 
hold on sincerely to their faith in God alone and their worship of 
none but Him. There is no way they will accept this, no matter how 
much the believers try to appease them. Therefore, the believers should 
stay their course, praying to God alone, completely sincere and devoted. 
They should pay no heed to whether the unbelievers are happy with 
them or not, because they will never be satisfied. 

The surah adds at this point the following attributes of God: “ High 
above all orders [of being] is He, the Lord of the Throne. By His own will 
does He bestow revelation on whomever He wills of His servants'' (Verse 
13) It is God alone who is exalted in His position, high above all 
orders of being, the Lord of the Throne who controls everything. It is 
He who gives His orders, which give life to hearts and souls, to those 
whom He chooses from among His servants. This expression refers to 
the revelation of the Divine message, and it highlights here the fact 
that God’s revelations bring life to humanity. It further states that 
revelation is bestowed from on high to those chosen elite among God’s 
servants. All these facts are in harmony with God’s attributes mentioned 
earlier in the surah, stating that He is “ the Exalted, the Supreme One.” 
(Verse 12) 

The main task undertaken by a servant of God chosen to receive 
such a message is to deliver a warning: “so as to warn of the Day when 
all shall meet Him." (Verse 1 5) That is the day when people will meet 
together, and they will also stand face to face with the deeds they did 
during their lives on earth, and they will meet other creatures such as 
the jinn, the angels and other types of God’s creation. All of them will 
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meet their Lord at the time of reckoning. Hence the day is described 
as ‘the day of the meeting’. Furthermore, it is the day when they all 
stand without any cover to screen their reality. Hence, no one can put 
up a false image: “ the Day when they shall come forth, with nothing 
about them concealed from God'' (Verse 16) In fact, nothing about 
them is concealed from God at any time. However, at all times other 
than that day, they may imagine that they are covered or screened by 
something or other, or that what they do or say may remain secret. 
On that day, however, they will be truly exposed, unable to enjoy even 
an imaginary cover. 

Therefore, on that day the arrogant and the mighty are made to face 
their humble reality. The whole universe stands in awe, and all creatures 
demonstrate their submission. Sovereignty belongs completely to God, 
the One who overpowers all. In fact this is true at all times. However, 
on that day, this fact becomes clear to all and sundry. Every tyrant of 
old and every conceited person will come to know and feel it. Then 
every sound dies down and every movement stops. A majestic voice 
asks a question and replies to it, as there is no one else to ask or reply: 
“ With whom does sovereignty rest today?' ... “ With God, the One who 
holds absolute sway over all that exists." (Verse 16) 

“ This day each soul will be requited for what it has earned: no injustice 
will be done today. God is swift in reckoning." (Verse 17) An air of awe, 
heightened by silence spreads. All creatures listen and realize; everything 
is settled, the reckoning is over. This is in harmony with what the 
surah said at the outset about those who dispute God’s revelations: 
“ Let it not deceive you that they seem to be able to do as they please on 
earth." (Verse 4) This is the end of unjustified arrogance, tyranny and 
injustice, as well as of wealth and affluence. 

The surah instructs the Prophet to warn his people about this day. 
The instruction is given against a backdrop of an image of the Day of 
Resurrection when God sits alone for judgement. Up till now the surah 
has not addressed people directly; instead it used a reporting style: 

Warn them of the Day that is ever drawing near, when people’s 
hearts will chokingly come up to the throats. The wrongdoers will 
have neither intimate friend nor intercessor to be heeded. God is 
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well aware of the most stealthy glance, and of everything the heart 
would conceal. God will judge in accordance with truth and justice, 
whereas those whom they invoke beside Him cannot judge at all. 
God alone hears all and sees all. (Verses 1 8-20) 

The surah describes the Day of Judgement as ever drawing near, and 
we perceive it to be hastening towards us. Souls are in distress, pressing 
against people’s throats. They try to suppress their worries and fears, 
and the effort is difficult. Nevertheless, they can find no one to support 
or protect them. No one can put up a word of intercession that finds 
response from anyone. 

They stand in full view; nothing can conceal their reality. Even a 
stealthy glance and a heart’s secret is brought into the open: “ God is 
well aware of the most stealthy glance, and of everything the heart would 
conceal." (Verse 19) An eye looking stealthily will try hard to conceal 
its stealthy gaze, but God is well aware of it. A secret may be hidden 
safely in one’s soul, but it is not hidden from God who knows it all. 

On that day, it is God only who passes judgement in fairness. Their 
alleged deities have nothing to do with such judgement: “ God will 
judge in accordance with truth and justice, whereas those whom they 
invoke beside Him cannot judge at all." (Verse 20) His judgement is 
based on perfect knowledge and full awareness. He will not entertain 
any injustice for anyone, and He forgets nothing: “God alone hears all 
and sees all." (Verse 20) 






22 




2 



A Believer in Pharaoh’s House 



Have they, then, never travelled 
through the land and beheld 
what happened in the end to 
those who lived before them? 
Greater were they in power than 
they are, and in the impact which 
they left on earth. God, however, 
took them to task for their sins, 
and they had none to defend 
them against God. (21) 

That was because their messengers 
came to them with all the 
evidence of the truth, yet they 
rejected it. So God took them to 
task. He is Powerful, Stern in 
retribution. (22) 



We sent Moses with Our signs 
and a clear authority (23) 



to Pharaoh, Haman and Korah, 
but they said: ‘A sorcerer, a teller 
of lies.’ (24) 
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When he came to them, setting 
forth the truth from Us, they 
said: ‘Kill the sons of those who 
share his faith, and spare only 
their women.’ Yet the schemes of 
the unbelievers can only go 
wrong. (25) 

Pharaoh said: ‘Leave it to me to 
kill Moses, and let him invoke 
his Lord! 1 fear that he will 
change your religion and cause 
corruption to spread in the land.’ 
(26) 
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Moses said: ‘I seek refuge with 
Him who is my Lord and your 
Lord from everyone who is too 
arrogant and will not believe in 
the Day of Reckoning.’ (27) 



A believing man of Pharaoh’s 
family, who until then had 
concealed his faith, said: ‘Would 
you kill a man because he says, 
“God is my Lord,” when he has 
brought you all evidence of the 
truth from your Lord? If he is a 
liar, his lie will fall back on him; 
but if he is speaking the truth, 
something of what he warns you 
against is bound to befall you. 
God will not grace with His 
guidance anyone who is a lying 
transgressor. (28) 
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‘My people! Yours is the 
dominion today, having the 
upper hand in the land; but who 
will rescue us from God’s 
punishment should it befall us?’ 
Pharaoh said: ‘I am only putting 
before you what I see myself; and 
I am guiding you to none other 
than the path of rectitude.’ (29) 






Then said the man who believed: 
‘My people! I fear for you the like 
of what one day befell earlier 
communities; (30) 













the like of what happened to 
Noah’s people, to the ‘Ad, and 
Thamud and those who came 
after them. God does not will any 
injustice for His creatures. (31) 



' A '■ \'<z 



‘And, my people! I fear for you 
the Day [of Judgement] when 
people will call out to one 
another [in distress]; (32) 







the Day when you shall turn 
back and flee, with no one to 
defend you against God. He 
whom God lets go astray can 
never find a guide. (33) 
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‘Long before this, Joseph came 
to you with clear evidence of the 
truth; but you never ceased to 
cast doubt on the message he 
brought you. When he died, you 
said: “God will never send any 
messenger after him.” In this way 
God lets go astray those who are 
transgressors and live in doubt. 

(34) 

‘Those who dispute God’s 
revelations, with no authority 
granted to them, commit some- 
thing that is exceedingly loath- 
some in the sight of God and of 
those who believe. In this way 
God sets a seal on the heart of 
every arrogant tyrant.’ (35) 

Pharaoh said: ‘Haman! Build me 
a lofty tower that I may attain 
the right means; (36) 
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the means of approach to the 
heavens, so that I may have a look 
at this god of Moses. I am 
convinced that he is lying.’ Thus, 
goodly seemed to Pharaoh the 
evil of his deed, and he was 
barred from the right path. 
Pharaoh’s scheming led only to 
ruin. (37) 
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The man who believed said: ‘My 
people! Follow me: I shall guide 
you to the path of rectitude. (38) 

‘My people! This worldly life is 
but a brief enjoyment, whereas 
the life to come is the lasting 
home. (39) 

‘Anyone who does a bad deed 
will be requited with no more 
than its like, whereas anyone, be 
it man or woman, who does 
righteous deeds and is a believer 
will enter paradise where they 
will receive blessings beyond 
reckoning. (40) 

‘My people! How is it that I call 
you to salvation, while you call 
me to the fire? (41) 

‘You call upon me to deny God 
and to associate with Him others 
of whom I have no knowledge, 
the while 1 call you to the 
Almighty, the All-Forgiving. (42) 

‘There is no doubt that what you 
call me to is not fit to be invoked 
either in this world or in the life 
to come. To God is our return, 
when the transgressors shall find 
themselves in the fire. (43) 
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‘You shall then remember what I 
am telling you now. As for me, 1 
commit myself to God: God is 
well aware of all His servants.’ 

(44) 

God delivered him from the 
evils of their scheming, whereas 
grievous suffering was to 
encompass Pharaoh’s folk: (45) 






before the fire they are brought, 
morning and evening, and then 
on the Day when the Last Hour 
comes, it will be said: ‘Cast 
Pharaoh’s people into the worst 
suffering.’ (46) 

They will contend with one 
another in the fire: the weak will 
say to those who were arrogant, 
‘We have been your followers, so 
can you relieve us of some share 
of the fire?’ (47) 
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The arrogant will reply: ‘We are 
all in it together. For God has 
judged between His creatures.’ 

(48) 

Those in the fire will say to the 
keepers of hell: ‘Pray to your 
Lord that He lighten this 
suffering of ours, though it be for 
one day only.’ (49) 
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They will ask: ‘Did your 
messengers not come to you with 
clear evidence of the truth?’ They 
will say: ‘Yes, indeed.’ [The 
keepers of hell] will say: ‘Pray, 
then!’ But the prayers of the 
unbelievers will be all in vain. 
(50) 

We shall indeed support Our 
messengers and the believers both 
in this world’s life and on the 
Day when all the witnesses shall 
stand up. (51) 

On that Day their excuses will be 
of no avail to the wrongdoers: 
their fate will be rejection, and 
they will have the worst of 
homes. (52) 

And indeed, We bestowed Our 
guidance on Moses, and passed 
down the Book to the Children 
of Israel (53) 
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as a guide and a reminder to 
people of understanding. (54) 






Therefore, remain patient in 
adversity, for God’s promise 
always comes true. Ask forgive- 
ness for your sins, and extol your 
Lord’s glory and praise evening 
and morning. (55) 
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Overview 

We outlined in the Prologue the theme discussed in this part of the 
surah. Before we discuss it in detail, we should observe that this episode 
from Moses’ life story is closely intertwined with the main theme of the 
surah, and uses the same style even to the extent of employing the same 
phrases and expressions. The man from Pharaoh’s household who 
concealed the fact that he was a believer following the true faith presents 
a number of ideas that have already been mentioned in the surah. He 
reminds Pharaoh, Haman and Korah that they were enjoying a life of 
comfort and authority, warning them against a fate similar to that which 
befell earlier communities and couples this with a warning against what 
may happen to them on the Day of Resurrection. He also refers to those 
who dispute God’s revelations and how God loathes them, as do the 
believers; a fact also already mentioned in the surah's first part. The surah 
then portrays their condition in hell, where they are humiliated, praying 
hard but without any response. A similar image was also given earlier. 
All this suggests that the logic of faith is the same across all generations, 
and all believers in all communities use the same arguments. This is only 
to be expected because the logic and the arguments are derived from the 
same truth. The surah, thus, carries the same ambience throughout, giving 
it its consistent and unique personality. Such uniqueness applies to each 
and every surah in the Qur’an. 



Citing an Historical Example 

Have they, then, never travelled through the land and beheld what 
happened in the end to those who lived before them ? Greater were 
they in power than they are, and in the impact which they left on 
earth. God, however, took them to task for their sins, and they had 
none to defend them against God. That was because their messengers 
came to them with all the evidence of the truth, yet they rejected 
it. So God took them to task. He is Powerful, Stern in retribution. 
(Verses 21-22) 

These two verses provide a bridge between what has already been 
discussed in the surah and the story of Moses. It serves as a reminder to 
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the Arabs, highlighting the lessons of history and directing them to go 
about in the land and reflect on the fate of those communities which 
in former times adopted the same attitude the Arabs showed towards 
the Prophet Muhammad and his message. It states that those 
communities commanded superior strength and left their mark on 
the land. Yet their weakness was all too clear when they faced God’s 
might. Their sins isolated them from the source of true strength and 
rallied against them the forces of faith, supported by God’s power: 
“God, however, took them to task for their sins, and they had none to 
defend them against God." (Verse 21) There is, in fact, no protection 
for anyone other than what is provided by faith and good action. To 
deny the Divine message and reject God’s messengers and the clear 
evidence of the truth they provide will inevitably lead to ruin: “ That 
was because their messengers came to them with all the evidence of the 
truth, yet they rejected it. So God took them to task. He is Powerful, 
Stern in retribution .” (Verse 22) 

This general reference to earlier communities of unbelievers is 
followed by an example of such people whom God smote as a result 
of their sins. The example is provided by Pharaoh, Haman and Korah, 
together with other arrogant and tyrannical forces. 

This episode from Moses’ life story may be divided into sections 
variously outlining attitudes and depicting scenes. It begins by presenting 
the message to Pharaoh and his notables, but finishes in the hereafter, 
when they argue as they suffer the punishment of hell. It is a very long 
journey, but the surah highlights certain scenes from it to drive home 
the idea. 

“ We sent Moses with Our signs and a clear authority to Pharaoh, 
Human and Korah, but they said: A sorcerer, a teller of lies." (Verses 23- 
24) This is the attitude adopted in the first encounter: Moses, equipped 
with the signs given to him by God, is held in awe by all around him 
due to the fact that he spoke the word of truth. On the other side, 
however, stood Pharaoh, Haman and Korah with their falsehood and 
apparent might, guarding their positions which they felt to be 
threatened by this power of truth. Therefore, they resort to false 
argument, seeking thus to defeat the truth: “ They said: A sorcerer, a 
teller of lies." (Verse 24) 
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The Argument of Brute Force 

The surah does not dwell on what happened after this first encounter, 
omitting the match with the sorcerers when Moses’ staff swallowed 
their trickery and forced them to declare their acceptance of triumphant 
truth. Instead, it goes on to the situation that prevailed after these 
initial events: “ When he came to them, setting forth the truth from Us, 
they said: 'Kill the sons of those who share his faith, and spare only their 
women. ”’ (Verse 25) A comment on this attitude is given straight away, 
before the verse is even finished: “ Yet the schemes of the unbelievers can 
only go wrong." (Verse 25) 

Whenever tyranny is faced with a clear argument it cannot refute, it 
resorts to such tactics. It dreads that truth should prevail with its clear 
and strong arguments that appeal directly to sound human nature. 
Pharaoh witnessed how his sorcerers, whom he marshalled in the hope 
that they would defeat Moses, were the first to respond to the truth, 
immediately declaring themselves as believers. By contrast, Pharaoh, 
Haman and Korah said: “Kill the sons of those who share his faith, and 
spare only their women" (Verse 25) 

At the time Moses was born, Pharaoh had issued a similar decree. 
What we now need to consider is whether the Pharaoh who issued 
that decree had died and been succeeded by his son or crown prince. 
Furthermore, whether under this new Pharaoh, the original decree had 
been stopped, until Moses came back and confronted him with his 
message. Moses was after all known to this Pharaoh when he was a 
crown prince, and was aware that Moses had been brought up in the 
palace. He was also aware of the original decree to slay the male children 
of the Israelites and to spare their females. Now, his courtiers refer to 
this decree, advising Pharaoh to apply it in particular to those who 
believed with Moses, be they the sorcerers or the minority of Israelites 
who accepted Moses’ message despite fearing Pharaoh and his forces. 
It is also possible that the original Pharaoh who adopted Moses was 
still in power, but the implementation of his decree had slackened 
with time or had even been suspended altogether. Now his courtiers 
advise him to revive it, applying it only to those who followed Moses, 
so that it would scare people away from Moses, the prophet. 
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Pharaoh himself seems to take a different point of view, or to have 
an additional measure which he mentioned during consultations on 
what tactics he would employ against Moses and his message. 
Essentially, he wanted to do away with Moses and rid himself of the 
whole problem: 

Pharaoh said: Leave it to me to kill Moses, and let him invoke his 
Lord! 1 fear that he will change your religion and cause corruption 
to spread in the land. (Verse 26) 

His words, 'leave it to me to kill Moses,' suggest that his view was 
not immediately accepted. Reservations might have been expressed, 
such as someone suggesting that killing Moses would not end the 
problem. On the contrary, it might inspire the masses to consider him 
a hero or a martyr, which could in turn generate enthusiasm towards 
him and his new faith, particularly after the sorcerers, who were 
supposed to expose his myth, declared their acceptance of his faith. 
One or other of Pharaohs advisers might also have feared that Moses’ 
God might avenge his killing and inflict punishment on his killers. 
This was a distinct possibility since idolaters believed in multiple deities 
and could imagine that Moses had a God who would punish his killers. 
This possibility explains Pharaoh’s statement, 'let him invoke his Lord T 
Pharaoh might have meant this as a rejoinder to the objection. On the 
other hand, his wild remark might have merely been to show that he 
did not care about the consequences. His carelessness was suitably 
punished in the end, as we shall presently learn. 

It is useful to reflect a little on Pharaoh’s argument in support of his 
declared intention to kill Moses: “I fear that he will change your religion 
and cause corruption to spread in the land." (Verse 26) Could there be 
anything more laughable than Pharaoh, the idolater, saying this of Moses, 
God’s messenger? Yet, is it not the same statement every tyrant repeats 
about everyone who advocates the truth and seeks to reform people’s 
beliefs? Is it not the word of ugly falsehood about splendid truth? 
What trickery seeking to shake people’s faith! It is indeed the same 
logic repeated whenever falsehood is confronted by the truth, tyranny 
by justice and unfaith by faith, anywhere in the world. 
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For his part, Moses resorted to the secure shelter that is always 
extended to advocates of the truth: “ Moses said: 1 seek refuge with Him 
who is my Lord and your Lord from everyone who is too arrogant and 
will not believe in the Day of Reckoning." (Verse 27) As he said this, 
Moses felt reassured. He submitted himself to the One who overpowers 
every arrogant despot and is able to protect those who seek His shelter 
against arrogant enemies. He referred to God’s oneness, stating it clearly, 
fearing nothing of the threats he received. He also referred to the 
rejection of the true promise that a day will inevitably come when 
people will have to account for their deeds. No one can resort to 
arrogance if they believe in the Day of Reckoning. How can they if 
they realize that they will stand in front of their Lord, humble, deprived 
of all power, without friend or intercessor? 



In Defence of Moses 

At this point, a man from Pharaohs own household who had accepted 
the truth but kept his faith secret begins his argument in defence of 
Moses. In his address to Pharaoh and his courtiers, the man tries to 
touch their hearts with his advice and makes very convincing arguments 
that combine facts with the prospect of dreadful consequences. 

A believing man of Pharaoh’s family, who until then had concealed 
his faith, said: Would you kill a man because he says, 'God is my 
Lord, ' when he has brought you all evidence of the truth from your 
Lord? If he is a liar, his lie will fall back on him; but if he is speaking 
the truth, something of what he warns you against is bound to befall 
you. God will not grace with His guidance anyone who is a lying 
transgressor. My people! Yours is the dominion today, having the 
upper hand in the land; but who will rescue us from God’s 
punishment should it befall us? Pharaoh said: 7 am only putting 
before you what I see myself; and I am guiding you to none other 
than the path of rectitude. ’ 

Then said the man who believed: My people! I fear for you the 
like of what one day befell earlier communities; the like of what 
happened to Noah’s people, to the 'Ad, and Thamud and those who 
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came after them. God does not will any injustice for His creatures. 
And, my people! I fear for you the Day [of Judgement] when people 
will call out to one another [in distress]; the Day when you shall 
turn back and flee, with no one to defend you against God. He 
whom God lets go astray can never find a guide. Long before this, 
Joseph came to you with clear evidence of the truth; but you never 
ceased to cast doubt on the message he brought you. When he died, 
you said: ‘God will never send any messenger after him.’ In this way 
God lets go astray those who are transgressors and live in doubt. 
Those who dispute God's revelations, with no authority granted to 
them, commit something that is exceedingly loathsome in the sight 
of God and of those who believe. In this way God sets a seal on the 
heart of every arrogant tyrant. (Verses 28-35) 

This is a long, powerful argument advanced by a believer against the 
conspirators in Pharaoh’s court. His argument relies on the sound logic 
of uncorrupted human nature. It is a skilful argument that combines 
caution with power. He begins first by describing the enormity of 
what they propose to do: “ Would you kill a man because he says, God is 
my Lord!" (Verse 28) Do such innocent words that imply personal 
conviction deserve killing the person who says them? Can such words 
be answered by murder? Shown in this way, your action appears to be 
gruesome, horrid and repugnant. 

He then takes a step forward, saying that this person, Moses, supports 
his own statement with solid and clear evidence: "he has brought you 
all evidence of the truth from your Lord." (Verse 28) Here, he is referring 
to the signs Moses had shown them. They certainly saw these signs, 
and when they were together, away from the masses, they could not 
argue about such signs nor their import. 

The believer then puts to them the worst possible situation, taking 
an objective attitude to allow them to reflect on such a scenario: "If he 
is a liar, his lie will fall back on him." (Verse 28) If he is lying, he will 
bear the consequences of his lie and suffer his punishment. However, 
this does not justify killing him. There is, however, the other possibility 
that what he says is true. It is, then, prudent to be careful and not to 
expose oneself to its consequences: "but if he is speaking the truth. 
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something of what he warns you against is bound to befall you." (Verse 
28) Again this is the least that can be expected in this case. The man 
did not ask them to consider anything beyond this. His purpose was 
to make an objective stand, one that provided the most convincing 
argument. 

He then delivers an implicit warning: one that applies to them and 
to Moses alike: “ God will not grace with His guidance anyone who is a 
lying transgressor." (Verse 28) If this applies to Moses, God will not 
allow him to escape unscathed. Leave him to God, then, to receive his 
due punishment. However, you must be careful lest you be the ones 
who are lying transgressors, because this will mean your inescapable 
doom. 

The believer then gives them a strong warning against incurring God’s 
punishment, reminding them that should it befall them, no power 
can avert it. Their kingdom and power will then be of little use. They 
should remember this and be grateful to God for having given them 
what they enjoyed: "My people! Yours is the dominion today, having the 
upper hand in the land; but who will rescue us from God's punishment 
should it befall us?' (Verse 29) 

At heart, the man feels what a true believer should feel: God’s 
punishment is closest to those who are in power. Therefore, they are 
the ones who should be most careful and should try their best to avoid 
it. It could come upon them at any moment of the night or day, so 
they must dread such a possibility. The man reminds them of the power 
and authority they enjoyed, and includes himself among them as he 
reminds them of God’s punishment: “ Who will rescue us from God's 
punishment should it befall us?' (Verse 29) He, thus, shows them that 
what happens to them is a matter of great concern to him; he is one of 
them, awaiting the same destiny. Hence, his kind and caring advice. 
He hopes that they will take this to heart, realizing that it is meant 
most sincerely, and that they stand no chance against God’s punishment 
should it befall them. 

At this point Pharaoh demonstrates the feeling that possesses any 
tyrant receiving honest advice. He turns in arrogance, perceiving 
detraction from his authority and encroachment on his dominion: 
"Pharaoh said: I am only putting before you what I see myself; and I am 
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guiding you to none other than the path of rectitude." (Verse 29) I am 
only telling you what I know to be true and useful. It is indeed the 
proper path to follow. Has anyone ever heard of a tyrant who did not 
feel that what he said was right and full of wisdom? Would any tyrant 
allow for someone to imagine that he be wrong? Do tyrants allow anyone 
to uphold a view other than theirs? How else do they become tyrants? 

The believer, however, feels that it is his duty to warn and give sound 
advice, and to express his view lucidly. It is also his duty to stand by 
the truth, regardless of what tyrants say. He then tries another argument, 
in the hope that their hearts will soften to it and that they will begin 
to see the light of the truth. He refers to the fates of earlier communities 
of unbelievers. They testify to how powerfully God smites arrogant 
tyrants: “ Then said the man who believed: My people! I fear for you the 
like of what one day befell earlier communities; the like of what happened 
to Noah’s people, to the 'Ad, and Thamiid and those who came after 
them. God does not will any injustice for His creatures." (Verses 30-31) 
Each community had its day, but the believer combines them together, 
making it the day when God’s retribution strikes. The nature of these 
days is the same; hence, they are made to appear as just one day. God 
wills no injustice on anyone. He only punishes them for their sins, so 
that those who are close to them and those who come after them may 
take heed and follow the right course. 

The man touches their hearts again, reminding them of another 
day, the Day of Resurrection, when everyone is calling out: "And, my 
people! I fear for you the Day [of Judgement] when people will call out to 
one another [in distress ]; the Day when you shall turn back and flee, 
with no one to defend you against God. He whom God lets go astray can 
never find a guide." (Verses 32-33) 

On that day, the angels responsible for gathering people will be 
calling out to them; the people standing on the heights will call out, 
speaking to the people destined for heaven and to the people of hell; 
the people of heaven and hell will call out addressing each other. Thus, 
calling out takes place in different ways. Describing it as the ‘day of 
calling out’ imparts a feeling of loud clamouring emanating from 
everywhere, as also a day of overcrowding and dispute. The general air 
fits well with the believer’s words: “ the Day when you shall turn back 
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and flee, with no one to defend you against God." They may try to flee 
when they see hell, but there is no escape. Yet the image of fright and 
attempting to flee is the first to be shown here of those who considered 
themselves mighty and who behaved arrogantly, revelling in their earthly 
power. 

"He whom God lets go astray can never find a guide." (Verse 33) Do 
we see here an implicit reply to Pharaoh’s earlier statement when he 
said: “/ am guiding you to none other than the path of rectitude." (Verse 
29) This also implies that true guidance comes only from God. Whoever 
God lets go astray will have no one to guide him. God knows people’s 
conditions and who of them deserves to be guided and who deserves 
to be left astray. 

Finally, the believer reminds them of their attitude to the Prophet 
Joseph, Moses’ ancestor. They also doubted him and his message 
despite the clear evidence he showed them. They must not adopt the 
same attitude towards Moses who is confirming what Joseph had 
brought them earlier. In fact, Moses’ message disproves their 
assertions that God would not send a. messenger after Joseph. For, 
Moses has been sent to prove them wrong: “ Long before this, Joseph 
came to you with clear evidence of the truth; but you never ceased to 
cast doubt on the message he brought you. When he died, you said: 
‘God will never send any messenger after him. ’ In this way God lets go 
astray those who are transgressors and live in doubt. Those who dispute 
God’s revelations, with no authority granted to them, commit something 
that is exceedingly loathsome in the sight of God and of those who 
believe. In this way God sets a seal on the heart of every arrogant tyrant. " 
(Verses 34-35) 

This is the only reference in the Qur’an to Joseph’s message addressed 
to the people of Egypt. In the surah carrying his name we learn that he 
was placed in charge of Egypt’s storehouses. He also carried the title 
of 'Aziz, which probably meant the chief minister. There is an 
indication in the surah that he sat on Egypt’s throne, but this is not 
confirmed. This may be understood from the verse that says: "And he 
raised his parents to the throne, and they fell down on their knees, 
prostrating themselves before him. He said: Father, this is the real meaning 
of my dream of long ago. My Lord has made it come true." (12: 100) 
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The ‘throne’ to which Joseph raised his parents might have been 
something other than Egypt’s throne. Be that as it may, Joseph attained 
a position of power and authority. In light of all this, we can imagine 
the situation to which the believer in Pharaoh’s household was referring: 
they doubted Joseph’s message, but dared not deny it outright when 
he was the man in power. Then they said: 'God will never send any 
messenger after him.' They were practically relieved when he died. 
Expressing their relief in this way suggests that they did not accept his 
message based on God’s complete oneness. They asserted that God 
would not send another messenger after him, yet this expressed nothing 
but their own desire. It is often the case that people desire something 
and then believe it to be true. 

At this juncture, the believer takes a strong stance against such 
hardened denials of the truth: “In this way God lets go astray those who 
are transgressors and live in doubt." (Verse 34) He warns them that 
God will abandon those who continue to doubt His message after 
seeing clear evidence of its truth, letting them go astray. He then tells 
them plainly that those who continue to dispute God’s revelation, 
without justification or evidence, will be loathed by God and the 
believers. Pharaoh and his people did this in a very deplorable way. He 
also condemns arrogance and warns against God’s punishment to those 
who continue to behave arrogantly and resort to high-handedness. 
“ Those who dispute God’s revelations, with no authority granted to them, 
commit something that is exceedingly loathsome in the sight of God and 
of those who believe. In this way God sets a seal on the heart of every 
arrogant tyrant." (Verse 35) These words, from a believer among 
Pharaoh’s household, are almost identical to those at the outset of the 
surah speaking of how God dislikes those who dispute His revelations 
without any proof in support of what they say. The result is that God 
lets them go astray until there is no room in their hearts for the light 
of guidance. 

Pharaoh’s Manoeuvre 

Despite such solid arguments from the believer, Pharaoh persisted 
in his erring ways, adamant in his rejection of the truth. However, he 



39 




In the Shade of the Qur’an 



sought to pretend that he wanted to find out whether what Moses 
said was true. It appears then that the believer’s argument was so 
convincing and hard-hitting that Pharaoh and his courtiers could not 
totally ignore it. Therefore, Pharaoh tried to find a way out: 

Pharaoh said: 'Hainan! Build me a lofty tower that I may attain 
the right means; the means of approach to the heavens, so that I 
may have a look at this god of Moses. I am convinced that he is 
lying. ’ Thus, goodly seemed to Pharaoh the evil of his deed, and he 
was barred from the right path. Pharaoh’s scheming led only to ruin. 
(Verses 36-37) 

Thus, Pharaoh instructed Haman, his minister, to build him a 
very high tower so that he might climb and look into the heavens 
searching for Moses’ God. He also added: 'lam convinced he is lying.' 
Pharaoh resorted to this manoeuvring so that he did not have to face 
the truth which would compel him to acknowledge God’s oneness. 
Such acknowledgement would lose him his throne and dispel the 
legends upon which his kingdom was based. It is improbable that 
such was Pharaoh’s understanding, or that he seriously wanted to 
look for Moses’ God in this stupid, physical way. In fact, Pharaoh 
would have attained a high standard of education and knowledge. 
Therefore, his words really betray his ridicule on the one hand and 
trickery on the other. He wanted to deceive people into thinking 
that he was fair-minded, willing to test Moses’ claims. Or perhaps 
this manoeuvre was meant as a retreat in the face of the strong logic 
advanced by the believer. Whatever is the truth behind his actions, 
all these possibilities indicate that he persisted in his erring ways, 
arrogantly denying the truth. “ Thus, goodly seemed to Pharaoh the 
evil of his deed, and he was barred from the right path. ” (Verse 37) He 
deserved to be so barred, having chosen to persist with falsehood and 
deviancy. The surah’s comment makes clear that such scheming can 
only lead to failure and utter loss. "Pharaoh’s scheming led only to 
ruin.” (Verse 37) 

Faced with such thoughtless and devious manoeuvring, the believer 
makes his final say clear, free of ambiguity. He calls on his people to 
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follow him in pursuing the right course leading to God. He emphasizes 
to them that this present life is worthless, while the life to come 
provides pure bliss. He warns them against the punishment of the 
hereafter, exposing the hollow and false nature of idolatrous beliefs: 

The man who believed said: 'My people! Follow me: I shall guide 
you to the path of rectitude. My people! This worldly life is but a 
brief enjoyment, whereas the life to come is the lasting home. Anyone 
who does a bad deed will be requited with no more than its like, 
whereas anyone, be it man or woman, who does righteous deeds 
and is a believer will enter paradise where they will receive blessings 
beyond reckoning. My people! How is it that I call you to salvation, 
while you call me to the fire ? You call upon me to deny God and to 
associate with Him others of whom I have no knowledge, the while 
I call you to the Almighty, the All-Forgiving. There is no doubt that 
what you call me to is not fit to be invoked either in this world or in 
the life to come. To God is our return, when the transgressors shall 
find themselves in the fire. You shall then remember what I am 
telling you now. As for me, I commit myself to God: God is well 
aware of all His servants. (Verses 38—44) 

These are the same facts established at the beginning of the surah. 
The believer restates them here as he confronts Pharaoh and his 
noblemen. He calls on them: “ My people! Follow me: I shall guide you 
to the path of rectitude." (Verse 38) Only a few moments earlier, it was 
Pharaoh who said: "I am guiding you to none other than the path of 
rectitude." (Verse 29) This means that the believer was making a clear 
challenge, stating the word of truth, fearing nothing that the tyrant 
Pharaoh, or his two ministers, Haman and Korah, could do to him. He 
tells them of the nature of this present life: "My people! This worldly life 
is but a brief enjoyment.” (Verse 39) It cannot continue. It will soon 
disappear; "whereas the life to come is the lasting home." (Verse 39) It is 
the one to be preferred. 

He states for them the rule that governs reward and punishment in 
the life to come: “ Anyone who does a bad deed will be requited with no 
more than its like, whereas anyone, be it man or woman, who does 
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righteous deeds and is a believer will enter paradise where they will receive 
blessings beyond reckoning." (Verse 40) It is out of God’s grace that good 
deeds will be rewarded in multiples, while bad ones are requited with no 
more than what they actually are. God is fully aware of people’s 
weaknesses, the temptations to which they are exposed and the 
impediments they have to face when they try to adhere to His guidance. 
Therefore, He multiplies their good deeds and makes them a means to 
erase their bad ones. If, after the reckoning, they attain admittance into 
heaven, God grants them there blessings beyond all ken. 

The believer expresses his amazement that he should call them to 
what saves them from punishment, while they call him to what will 
lead him to the fire: "My people! How is it that I call you to salvation, 
while you call me to the fire?' (Verse 41) Needless to say, they did not 
call on him to throw himself into a fire, but they called on him to 
associate partners with God. The two are synonymous. Therefore, he 
states the other call in the next verse: “ You call upon me to deny God 
and to associate with Him others of whom I have no knowledge, the 
while I call you to the Almighty, the All-Forgiving." (Verse 42) 

The difference between his and their calls cannot be wider. His call 
is clear, straight, requiring them to believe in God, the Almighty, the 
All-Forgiving. He calls them to believe in the One God, whose work 
in the universe testifies to His oneness, limitless ability and infinite 
power. They should believe in Him so that He will forgive them, as 
He is the One who forgives all. How does this contrast with what 
they call him to do? They call him to disbelieve in God, to associate 
with Him beings of whom he has no knowledge: idols, myths, legends 
and paradoxes. 

The believer then states in all clarity that those alleged partners have 
no say on any matter in this present world or in the life to come. All 
shall return to God Almighty when those who transgress the bounds 
will be the dwellers of fire: “ There is no doubt that what you call me to 
is not fit to be invoked either in this world or in the life to come. To God 
is our return, when the transgressors shall find themselves in the fire." 
(Verse 43) 

Thus the basic facts of the true faith are laid down, clear, free of all 
ambiguity. This believer unhesitatingly states them in front of Pharaoh 
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and his noblemen, although until then he had kept secret the fact that 
he believed in God. Now he declares his faith openly. What is left for 
him, then? Nothing other than to surrender himself to God. He has 
stated the truth as he knew it in the depths of his heart. He warns 
them that they are certain to remember his words when remembrance 
will avail them nothing. All matters are referred to God: “ You shall 
then remember what I am telling you now. As for me, I commit myself to 
God: God is well aware of all His servants." (Verse 44) 

The argument is now over, for the believer from among Pharaohs 
household has declared the word of truth, which remains clear and 
valid for the rest of time. 



Who Bears the Blame? 

The siirah does not dwell on what happened between Moses, Pharaoh 
and the Children of Israel after this, up to the point of Pharaoh’s 
drowning while Moses and his people were saved. Instead, it affords 
some glimpses of what happened thereafter, indeed, after life itself: 

God delivered him from the evils of their scheming, whereas grievous 
suffering was to encompass Pharaoh’s folk: before the fire they are 
brought, morning and evening, and then on the Day when the Last 
Hour comes, it will be said: 'Cast Pharaoh’s people into the worst 
suffering. ’ They will contend with one another in the fire: the weak 
will say to those who were arrogant, ‘We have been your followers, 
so can you relieve us of some share of the fire?’ The arrogant will 
reply: ‘We are all in it together. For God has judged between His 
creatures. ’ Those in the fire will say to the keepers of hell: Pray to 
your Lord that He lighten this suffering of ours, though it be for one 
day only. ’ They will ask: ‘Did your messengers not come to you with 
clear evidence of the truth?’ They will say: ‘Yes, indeed. ’ [The keepers 
of hell] will say: ‘Pray, then!’ But the prayers of the unbelievers will 
be all in vain. (Verses 45-50) 

This present world is over, and we see the first event that succeeds 
it. We see the believer who stated the truth being saved from Pharaoh 
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and his aides’ scheming. They could not cause him any harm in this 
world, nor after it. By contrast, Pharaoh’s folk were engulfed by 
suffering: “ Before the fire they are brought, morning and evening, and 
then on the Day when the Last Hour comes, it will be said: Cast Pharaoh’s 
people into the worst suffering.” (Verse 46) 

The way this verse is phrased suggests that they are brought before 
the fire during the time between their death and the Day of Judgement. 
This may be a reference to the torment suffered in the grave. The 
statement that follows reads: ‘ and then on the Day when the Last Hour 
comes, it will be said: Cast Pharaoh’s people into the worst suffering.' 
This means that this suffering precedes the Day of Judgement. It is a 
terrible punishment involving exposure to the fire morning and evening, 
either to make them expect its burning and pain, which is a terrible 
suffering, or to experience it, which is even worse. Then, on the Day 
of Judgement, they will be cast into the worst suffering. 

The verse that follows tells us of something that happens after 
resurrection. The unbelievers are shown arguing in hell: “ The weak 
will say to those who were arrogant, ‘We have been your followers, so 
can you relieve us of some share of the fire?’” (Verse 47) This means 
that the weak are together with the arrogant in the fire of hell. The 
weak have not been spared on account of their weakness, or their 
being driven like cattle, having no say or choice. God granted them 
a position of honour, which equipped them to exercise free choice 
and to be responsible for what they choose. They relinquished all 
this and followed their arrogant leaders instead. They did not object 
to anything the leaders said. In fact, it did not occur to them that 
they could object. They did not think about what their arrogant 
leaders said to them, or the errors they landed them in: “We have 
been your followers." The fact of their relinquishing responsibility 
and what God granted them could never serve as extenuating 
circumstances in God’s sight. Therefore, they will be in hell, driven 
there by their leaders, just as they used to drive them like sheep in 
the life of this world. We see them asking their leaders: “Can you 
relieve us of some share of the fire ?' (Verse 47) This question is a 
reminder of what such leaders used to assert, pledging to protect 
their followers against evil and harm. 
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Such arrogant leaders, however, are soon fed up with their weak 
followers requests. Their answer betrays their boredom, but nonetheless 
they acknowledge what has happened: “ We are all in it together. For 
God has judged between His creatures." (Verse 48) 

“ We are all in it together." We are all weak, lacking all support and 
help. We are all alike. So why do you put such a question to us when 
you realize that the noble and the weaker elements are all the same? 
"God has judged between His creatures" There can be no review or 
change to His judgement. The matter is settled. No creature can reduce 
or amend God’s judgement. 

When all realize that no refuge can be sought from God’s punishment 
except with Him, they all humbly appeal to the guards of hell, in a 
way that makes them all equal: “ Those in the fire will say to the keepers 
of hell: Pray to your Lord that He lighten this suffering of ours, though it 
be for one day only." (Verse 49) They want the guards of hell to intercede 
on their behalf, hoping that their terrible ordeal can be lifted a little. 
They ask them to pray to God to reduce their punishment for one 
day, just to breathe and have a bit of rest. Even a day’s reduction is 
worth such appeals. 

The guards of hell, however, do not respond to this humble and 
passionate appeal. They know their limits, and they are aware of God’s 
law and that the time is long passed. Therefore, they increase the 
suffering of the dwellers of hell by rebuking them and reminding them 
of the reasons for their suffering: “ They will ask: ‘Did your messengers 
not come to you with clear evidence of the truth V They will say: ‘Yes, 
indeed.' (Verse 50) The question and its answer suffice. There is no 
need for any more argument. The guards of hell leave them to their 
fate, allowing them to sink into despair. " [The keepers of hell] will say: 
Pray, then?' (Verse 50) If any praying will change your situation even a 
bit, why do you not offer such prayers yourselves? The verse concludes 
with a comment on such prayers: “But the prayers of the unbelievers 
will be all in vain." (Verse 50) Such prayer is ignored, remains 
unanswered. Those who say it are forgotten, be they the leaders or 
their followers. 
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God’s Unfailing Support 

The surah then adds a comment on the whole episode and what 
preceded it of reference to the different communities which suffered 
God’s punishment after taking a negative attitude towards His 
message. 

We shall indeed support Our messengers and the believers both in this 
world’s life and on the Day when all the witnesses shall stand up. On 
that Day their excuses will be of no avail to the wrongdoers: their fate 
will be rejection, and they will have the worst of homes. And indeed. 
We bestowed Our guidance on Moses, and passed down the Book to 
the Children of Israel as a guide and a reminder to people of 
understanding. Therefore, remain patient in adversity, for God’s 
promise always comes true. Ask forgiveness for your sins, and extol 
your Lord’s glory and praise evening and morning. (Verses 5 1-55) 

This definitive comment suits the decisive situation. We have been 
given an example of the end of truth and falsehood, both in this 
world and in the life to come. We have seen what fate befell Pharaoh 
and his noblemen in this life, and we have seen them disputing in 
hell, utterly humiliated. Such is the end of these communities, as 
stated in the Qur’an: “We shall indeed support Our messengers and 
the believers both in this world’s life and on the Day when all the 
witnesses shall stand up. On that Day their excuses will be of no avail 
to the wrongdoers: their fate will be rejection, and they will have the 
worst of homes." (Verses 51-52) 

As for the life to come, perhaps no believer in life after death will 
argue about this. They do not find any reason to argue. As for victory 
in this present world, this may need some explanation. 

God’s promise is clear and definitive: “ We shall indeed support Our 
messengers and the believers both in this world’s life and . . . ” (Verse 51) 
Yet we see that some messengers were killed, and some had to abandon 
their homes after being rejected and driven out. Some believers have 
also been exposed to grievous suffering; some were thrown into the 
fire pit; some fell martyrs; some live in exceedingly difficult 



46 




GHAFIR (The Forgiver) 40 



circumstances. What happens, then, to God’s promise of support 
being given to them in this present life? Satan tries hard to exploit 
this situation, working hard to shake people’s faith. 

People, however, use superficial measures when evaluating things, 
and they overlook many values and facts. They look at a brief period 
of time and a small area or space. These are limited human measures. 
A comprehensive look shows the situation to occur in a broad span 
of time and place. It does not erect limits between one era or place 
and another. If we look at the question of faith from such a broad 
perspective, we will see it triumphant, no doubt. Its triumph is the 
victory of its upholders. They have no existence separate from its 
existence. The first thing faith requires of them is to dedicate 
themselves to it completely, so that it is almost as if they disappear 
while it stays in full vision. 

Moreover, people often limit the meaning of victory to a specific 
outcome they know and can easily recognize. But victory can take 
different forms, some of which might superficially at least appear akin 
to defeat. When the Prophet Abraham was thrown in the fire and 
remained resolute in his determination to stick to his faith and advocate 
it, was he in a position of victory or defeat? From a faith perspective, 
he was undoubtedly at the highest point of victory as he was being cast 
into the fire. He again triumphed when he was saved from the fire. 
These are two different images that appear to be poles apart, but they 
are in fact very close to each other. Al-Husayn, the Prophet’s grandson, 
met his martyrdom in a way that is tragic from one angle and splendid 
from another: so was he victorious or vanquished? On the surface, 
and judging by immediate considerations, it was a defeat. In reality 
and from a wider perspective, though, it was a true victory. No other 
martyr excites sympathy and feelings of support, among both Sunnis 
and Shl'ah, like al-Husayn. Indeed, such feelings also apply to many 
non-Muslims. 

Many are the martyrs who achieved for their faith through 
martyrdom what they could never have achieved in life had they lived 
a thousand years. They could not impress great meanings on people’s 
minds or motivate them to action like they did with their final sermon. 
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written with their own blood. Their martyrdom provided motivation 
for their children and grandchildren, and at times they provided the 
motivation to change history over several generations. 1 

What constitutes victory? What is meant by defeat? We need to 
review our concepts and our sense of values before we ask about whether 
God’s promise to His messengers and to believers comes true in this 
present life? 

Yet there are many situations where victory takes its familiar form, 
particularly when such form is linked to a permanent one. The Prophet 
Muhammad achieved victory in his lifetime because his victory was 
necessary for the establishment of the faith in its full reality in human 
life. This faith of ours can only be brought to its fullness when it 
governs the life of its community. It can, thus, conduct all affairs, 
from those of a single heart and soul to those of state and government. 
It was God’s will that the messenger preaching this faith should 
triumph during his own lifetime, so that he could establish the full 
form of the Islamic faith, leaving a real example for future generations. 
Thus, the familiar form of victory was linked in his case to a much 
wider one, and the two were united by God’s will and according to 
His planning. 

Another point to consider is that God’s promise is given to His 
messengers and to believers. Thus, a prerequisite for victory is the presence 
of true faith in people’s hearts so as to make the promise applicable to 
them. Yet people often overlook the significance of the truth of faith 
which comes into existence only when people remove all forms of idolatry. 
There are some very subtle forms of idolatry which can only be purged 
when a person is totally devoted to God, relies on Him alone and submits 
totally to His will in all affairs. He then feels that God guides His footsteps 
and that He chooses nothing other than what God has chosen for him. 
Thus, he accepts God’s will with contentment. When a person attains 
this state, he does not suggest to God any particular form of victory. He 



1. These words apply to the author himself and his martyrdom. He rejected all tempting 
offers that sought to make him change his course. His standing in the history of Islamic 
advocacy was greatly enhanced after his death. Indeed, his books have achieved far wider 
circulation after his death and have been translated into many languages. - Editor's note. 
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leaves the matter to God to determine. He accepts whatever befalls him 
as good. This is one of the meanings of victory. It is victory over one’s 
pleasures and desires. It is an internal victory, one that is prerequisite for 
achieving the external victory: “ We shall indeed support Our messengers 
and the believers both in this world’s life and on the Day when all the 
witnesses shall stand up. On that Day their excuses will be of no avail to 
the wrongdoers: their fate will be rejection, and they will have the worst of 
homes." (Verses 51-52) 

We have seen in the previous image drawn how the excuses advanced 
by the wrongdoers were of little use to them, and how they were 
rejected and made to dwell in the worst of homes. Moses’ story shows 
yet another form of victory: “And indeed, We bestowed Our guidance 
on Moses, and passed down the Book to the Children of Israel as a guide 
and a reminder to people of understanding." (Verses 53-54) Providing 
guidance and passing the book down to them was a form of victory 
that clearly reflects the breadth of its scope. 

The final note in this part of the surah is given in the form of a 
directive to the Prophet and the believers facing much hardship in 
Makkah, and to all future generations of believers who face such 
hardship: “ Therefore, remain patient in adversity, for God’s promise always 
comes true. Ask forgiveness for your sins, and extol your Lord's glory and 
praise evening and morning.” (Verse 55) Remain patient in adversity, 
whether this adversity takes the form of rejection of the message, 
denying its truth, or the infliction of physical harm. Remain patient 
when you are unable to check falsehood that appears to enjoy wealth 
and power for a period of time. Bear with patience what you have to 
face of people’s rough attitudes and behaviour. Check your own desire 
to achieve a quick victory. Remain patient as you may have to face 
many difficulties caused by friends, if not by enemies. 

“ Remain patient in adversity, for God’s promise always comes true." 
(Verse 55) It may appear slow coming; matters may become 
complicated; prospects may become gloomy; yet it is the promise of 
the One who can fulfil it, and whose will it has been to make the 
promise. As you go along your way, take the necessary equipment: 

“ Ask forgiveness for your sins, and extol your Lord’s glory and praise 
evening and morning." (Verse 55) This is what is of most benefit 
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along the hard way of patience; seeking forgiveness of one’s sins and 
extolling God’s praise and glory. While this serves to refine our hearts 
and feelings, it also ensures a positive response. Indeed, it is through 
such seeking of forgiveness and extolling of God’s praise and glory 
that victory is achieved within our selves, to be followed by victory 
in life. 

The evening and morning are specified either as a reference to all 
time, since these are the two ends of the day, or because these are times 
when hearts are calm and reflective. They can, thus, appreciate God’s 
greatness better. 

Such is the way, then, that God has chosen to provide the necessary 
equipment for achieving victory. 
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Always Responding to Prayers 



As for chose who dispute God’s 
revelations, with no authority 
granted to them, there is nothing 
in their hearts but a quest for a 
greatness they will never attain. 
Seek, then, refuge with God, for 
He is the One who hears all and 
sees all. (56) 

The creation of the heavens and 
the earth is indeed greater than 
the creation of man; yet most 
people do not understand. (57) 
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The blind and the seeing are not 
equal; nor can those who believe 
and do good works and those 
who do evil be deemed equal. 
How seldom you reflect. (58) 

The Last Hour is sure to come: 
of this there is no doubt. Yet 
most people will not believe. 

(59) 
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Your Lord says: ‘Call on Me, and 
I shall answer you. Those who are 
too proud to worship Me shall 
enter hell humiliated.’ (60) 




It is God who has made for you 
the night in which to rest, and 
the day to make you see. God is 
limitless in His bounty to man, 
but most people do not give 
thanks. (61) 






Such is God, your Lord, the 
Creator of all that exists: there is 
no deity other than Him. How 
deluded can you be? (62) 

Such it is: far deluded are those 
who knowingly deny God’s 
revelations. (63) 




It is God who has made the earth 
a resting place for you and the sky 
a canopy. He has moulded you 
into a comely shape and provided 
you with wholesome things. Such 
is God, your Lord. So glory be 
to God, the Lord of all the 
worlds. (64) 
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He is the Ever-Living. There is 
no deity other than Him. So call 
on Him, sincere in your faith in 
Him. All praise is due to God, 
the Lord of all the worlds. (65) 






I XI A 







Say: ‘Since all evidence of the 
truth has come to me from my 
Lord, I am forbidden to worship 
those whom you invoke instead 
of God. I am commanded to 
submit to the Lord of all the 
worlds.’ (66) 



it J y * 

cj *l<r- uj au ' oj * ot 





It is He who creates you out of 
dust, then out of a gamete, then 
out of a clinging cell mass; and 
then He brings you forth as 
infants. He then lets you reach 
maturity, and then grow old - 
although some of you die earlier. 
[All this He ordains] so that you 
may reach your appointed term, 
and you may use your reason. (67) 




It is He who ordains life and 
death. When He wills something 
to be, He only says to it, ‘Be’, 
and it is. (68) 







Do you not see how those who 
dispute God’s revelations are 
turned away from the truth? (69) 
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Those who reject the Book and 
the messages We sent through 
Our messengers. They will 
certainly come to know (70) 

when, with chains and shackles 
round their necks, they will be 
dragged (71) 

into scalding water, and then 
burnt in the fire of hell. (72) 

Then they will be asked: ‘Where 
now are those to whom you 
ascribed divinity (73) 

side by side with God?’ They will 
answer: ‘They have forsaken us, 
or rather, what we used to invoke 
were nothing.’ Thus does God let 
the unbelievers go astray. (74) 









3 












‘This is because on earth you 
took delight in things that are 
untrue and you were insolent. 

(75) 

‘Enter now the gates of hell, where 
you shall abide. Evil indeed is the 
abode of the arrogant.’ (76) 
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Hence, remain patient in adversity, 
for God’s promise always comes 
true. Whether We show you 
something of what We hold in 
store for them or We cause you 
to die before that, it is to Us that 
they shall all return. (77) 




Overview 

This part of the surah is closely linked to the previous one. It is, in 
fact, a continuation of the last point in that passage. It further directs 
the Prophet to remain patient as he faced adversity in the shape of 
rejection and physical harm. It also directs him to remain patient when 
the unbelievers used every means to prevent others from accepting the 
truth and even boasted about falsehood. Having made this directive, 
the surah explains the real reason for disputing God’s revelations without 
any sound basis. In short, it is nothing but arrogance and conceit that 
prevent people from acknowledging the truth. Yet they cannot even 
attain the status to which, in their arrogance, they aspire. 

The surah, therefore, emphasizes the greatness of the universe created 
by God, and the smallness of all mankind, compared to the heavens 
and the earth. In this part, the surah highlights some of the universal 
signs and how God, by His grace, has made them subservient to man 
even though man is much smaller and weaker than them. The surah 
also refers to aspects of God’s grace within man himself. In all, these 
aspects confirm the oneness of the Creator. 

The Prophet is then directed to proclaim God’s oneness and to turn 
his back on what the unbelievers worshipped beside God. This part 
then adds a powerful scene of the Day of Resurrection, when the 
idolaters are rebuked for associating partners with God. The conclusion 
in this part is the same as in the previous one: a directive to the Prophet 
to remain patient in adversity, whether God keeps him alive until he 
has witnessed the realization of some of what He has promised or 
gathers him to Himself before that. This is something that God 
determines. All will ultimately return to Him. 
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Small Fry but Arrogant 

As for those who dispute God’s revelations, with no authority granted 
to them, there is nothing in their hearts but a quest for a greatness 
they will never attain. Seek, then, refuge with God, for He is the 
One who hears all and sees all. The creation of the heavens and the 
earth is indeed greater than the creation of man; yet most people do 
not understand. The blind and the seeing are not equal; nor can 
those who believe and do good works and those who do evil be 
deemed equal. How seldom you reflect. The Last Hour is sure to 
come: of this there is no doubt. Yet most people will not believe. Your 
Lord says: ‘Call on Me, and I shall answer you. Those who are too 
proud to worship Me shall enter hell humiliated.' (Verses 56—60) 

Man often forgets the fact that he is a small, weak creature and that 
whatever strength he may have does not emanate from within himself, 
but from his bond with God, the source of all strength and power. He 
may sever this bond and begin to swell and take on airs. Arrogance, 
thus, begins to establish itself within him. Satan, who doomed himself 
as a result of his arrogance, works on man to increase his arrogance 
knowing that through it he can bring man to ruin. 

The unbeliever disputes God’s revelations even when they arc clear, 
addressing human nature with the sort of argument that appeals to it. 
He also claims to himself and others that he is only raising questions 
because he is not as yet convinced. However, God who knows the 
inner feelings and secret thoughts of all His creatures makes clear that 
all this is the result of man’s arrogance. It is such arrogance which 
prompts man to argue and dispute God’s revelations over which there 
can be no dispute. Such arrogance also drives man to aspire to what is 
beyond his status and what his nature cannot attain. Yet he has no 
solid basis for such argument for it is rooted deeply in nothing but his 
own arrogance: “As for those who dispute God’s revelations, with no 
authority granted to them, there is nothing in their hearts but a quest for 
a greatness they will never attain .” (Verse 56) 

If only man would understand the truth about himself and the 
universe, recognizing his role and not trying to exceed it, appreciating 
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that he is one of countless creatures each doing their role by God’s will 
and according to His design which He alone knows, he would certainly 
feel relaxed, humble, living in peace with himself and with the world 
around him. If he did this, he would easily and readily submit himself 
to God. He would also do this without any hesitation. 

"Seek, then, refuge with God, for He is the One who hears all and sees 
all." (Verse 56) Seeking refuge with God against arrogance is indicative 
of how gruesome it is. We seek God’s refuge in order to escape what is 
ghastly, horrible and evil. Arrogance combines all these. Moreover, it 
is hard for the arrogant person and for those around him. It causes 
harm to the heart in which it stirs and to other people’s hearts. It is an 
evil we should seek refuge with God from. God hears all and sees all. 
Arrogance is normally manifested in visible action and audible words. 
Therefore, it is left to God to decide upon it as He pleases. 

Man is then told of his true position in this great universe: how 
small he is in comparison to some of God’s creatures, the great 
magnitude of which is readily visible and better appreciated on careful 
examination: “ The creation of the heavens and the earth is indeed greater 
than the creation of man; yet most people do not understand." (Verse 
57) The heavens and the earth are there for man to see and to measure 
himself in relation to them. When he knows the reality of the 
proportions of distance, dimension, size and power, he reduces his 
pride, feels his smallness and almost disappears. He can only hold his 
own when he remembers the superior element God has granted him, 
and for which He has honoured him. It is this element alone that 
allows man to stand on his feet in front of the greatness that is the 
universe. 

A quick glance at the universe is sufficient to appreciate all this. The 
earth on which we live is merely a small satellite of the sun: its mass 
compared to the mass of the sun is no more than three to a million, 
while its size is one-millionth of the size of the sun. Yet the sun is only 
one of around one hundred million suns our galaxy includes. Man 
now knows that there are around one hundred million such galaxies 
dispersed in the great expanse of the universe. Still, what we have 
discovered of the universe is merely a small part; it is so great that we 
become dazed when we even try to imagine it. The distance between 
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us and the sun is about 93 million miles. The sun is the head of the 
family of our planet earth, and most probably the sun is the mother of 
the earth. Therefore the earth remains close to its mother, standing 
merely 93 million miles away from it! 

The diameter of our galaxy is measured at one hundred billion light 
years, with one light year measuring 5.8 billion miles, because light 
travels at the speed of 1 86,000 miles per second. The closest galaxy to 
our own is around 750,000 light years away. 

We may say again that these distances and dimensions are the best 
man’s little knowledge has determined. Scientists acknowledge that all 
their discoveries cover only a small part of this great universe. 

God says to us: “ The creation of the heavens and the earth is indeed 
greater than the creation of man; yet most people do not understand." 
(Verse 57) When we speak of God’s power and ability, the concepts of 
greater or smaller, harder or easier do not apply. He creates everything 
by a single word, ‘Be!’ The reference here is to how things appear in 
themselves and how people see and measure them. How docs man 
compare to this great expanse of the universe? How high can his 
arrogance take him in God’s great creation? 

“ The blind and the seeing are not equal; nor can those who believe 
and do good works and those who do evil be deemed equal." (Verse 58) 
The one who is able to see learns and understands, recognizing his 
station. He does not give himself airs, nor does he allow conceit to 
distort his judgement. By contrast, a blind person cannot recognize 
his position in relation to his surroundings. Therefore, he misjudges 
his position and what is around him. The same applies to those believers 
who do good works and those who do evil. The first group see things 
for what they are and form accurate ideas, while the other group 
misjudges all due to their blind ignorance. They harm themselves and 
others, and above all they assign to themselves an erroneous position 
in relation to their environment. They are blind, for true blindness is 
that of the mind: “ How seldom you reflect." (Verse 58) Had we reflected, 
we would have known. The whole thing is clear, needing only some 
reflection before it becomes totally apparent. 

If only we would remember the hereafter, be certain of its coming, 
reflect on our position then and recall how we will then stand . . . “ The 
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Last Hour is sure to come: of this there is no doubt. Yet most people will 
not believe .” (Verse 59) Because they do not believe, they argue and 
give themselves airs; they do not submit to the truth and do not limit 
themselves to their rightful position. 

Addressing our worship to God, praying and appealing to Him, 
are all means to cure hearts of arrogance, which is the evil that leads 
people to dispute His revelations and signs without any clear evidence. 
God opens the door for us to address and pray to Him. He tells us 
that He has committed Himself to respond to those who pray to 
Him, warning those who are too proud that they will be made to 
suffer total humiliation: “ Your Lord says: Call on Me, and I shall 
answer you. Those who are too proud to worship Me shall enter hell 
humiliated." (Verse 60) 

Supplication and prayer must observe certain manners. Hearts must 
be totally dedicated to God, reassured that He will answer our prayer. 
We must not suggest a particular form or time or circumstance for 
answering it. To make such a suggestion is improper when appealing 
to God. We should be clear in our minds that it is a blessing that we 
address our prayers to God, and that His response is another blessing. 
'Umar used to say: “I am not worried about my prayer being answered. 
I am worried about addressing my prayer. Once I am inspired to pray 
to God, prayer will be answered.” These are the words of someone 
who has insight, knowing that when God wills to respond to someone’s 
prayer, He also wills that person to pray to Him. The two are 
concurrent. 

Those who are too proud to pray to God and appeal to Him deserve 
their just reward, which leads them to enter hell in total humiliation. 
Such is the fitting end of the arrogance that fills some hearts in this 
small planet and short life, forgetting the greatness of God’s creation, 
let alone His own greatness. It is suitable requital for forgetting the 
Last Hour, which will inevitably come. 



Blessings of All Sorts 

The surah now speaks about certain aspects of God’s blessings which 
testify to His greatness, yet the unbelievers do not offer thanks to 



59 



In the Shade of the Qur’an 



Him for such blessings. On the contrary, they are too proud to address 
their worship to Him: 

It is God who has made for you the night in which to rest, and the 
day to make you see. God is limitless in His bounty to man, but most 
people do not give thanks. Such is God, your Lord, the Creator of all 
that exists: there is no deity other than Him. How deluded can you 
be? Such it is: far deluded are those who knowingly deny God's 
revelations. It is God who has made the earth a resting place for you 
and the sky a canopy. He has moulded you into a comely shape and 
provided you with wholesome things. Such is God, your Lord. So 
glory be to God, the Lord of all the worlds. He is the Ever-Living. 
There is no deity other than Him. So call on Him, sincere in your 
faith in Him. All praise is due to God, the Lord of all the worlds. 
(Verses 61-65) 

The night and day are two universal phenomena, while the earth 
and the heavens are creatures in the universe. They are all mentioned 
alongside God’s creation of man, who has been given a comely shape, 
been provided with wholesome sustenance. All these are mentioned 
within the context of God’s oneness and being sincere in our faith in 
Him. This indicates that all these phenomena, creatures and concepts 
are interlinked. They should be looked at within their broad 
environment, noting their mutual interrelations. 

The fact that the universe is built on the solid basis God has given it, 
and its following the course God has assigned to it, allowed life to emerge, 
evolve and progress on earth. It also allowed human life to take the 
shape and form familiar to us. It fits with man’s needs dictated by his 
nature and make-up. It has made the night a time for his rest and 
recuperation, while the day, with its light, a time for movement and 
action. It has made the earth stable as a field of activity, while the skies 
are raised like a canopy that does not fall apart. All the necessary 
proportions are maintained; otherwise, man’s existence on earth would 
have been endangered or impossible. It has allowed wholesome provisions 
to grow on earth or come down from the sky for man’s enjoyment. 
Moreover, it is God’s will that gave man his comely shape and a wealth 
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of abilities that are in harmony with what is in the universe. All these 
matters are interlinked, which is the reason for referring to them together 
in the Qur’an. Indeed, the Qur’an makes this interrelation between them 
evidence of the Creator’s oneness. It directs our hearts to call on God, 
sincere in our devotion, declaring that all praise is due to God, the Lord 
of all the worlds. It states that the One who creates all these and establishes 
such harmony between them is the only one to deserve to be a deity. He 
is indeed God Almighty, the Lord and Creator of all. How can people 
be turned away from this truth? 

It is perhaps useful here to mention some aspects of the harmony and 
interrelation evident within the universe and their bearing on man’s life. 

If the earth did not rotate facing the sun, there would be no 
succession of night and day. Had the rotation of the earth been at 
a higher speed than it actually is, houses would have shattered, 
and indeed the earth itself would have fallen apart and scattered 
in space. Had its rotation been slower, mankind would have 
perished from hot or cold weather. Indeed the current speed of its 
rotation is the one most suitable for the continuity of plant, animal 
and human life in its broadest sense. If the earth stopped rotating, 
all seas and oceans would be without water . 2 

What would happen if the earth’s axis became straight and the earth 
orbited the sun in a circle where the sun would be at the centre? The 
seasons would be lost and people would not know summer from 
winter, spring from autumn . 3 

Had the crust of the earth been ten feet thicker, there would be no 
oxygen, without which animal life is impossible; and had the ocean 
been a few feet deeper, carbon dioxide and oxygen would have been 
absorbed and vegetable life on the surface of the land could not exist. . . 



2. ZakI, Ahmad, Ma'a Allah fi al-Sama [With God in Heaven], The author gives no 
other details about this quotation. 1 managed to locate a copy of this book, only to discover 
that this quotation is taken from different pages, with practically every sentence from a 
different page. The copy I have seen is published by Dar al-Hilal, Cairo, but it is not dated. 
Perhaps the author referred to an earlier edition. - Editor's note. 

3. Ibid., pp. 88-89. 
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If the atmosphere had been much thinner, some of the meteors which 
are now burned in the outer atmosphere by the millions every day 
would strike all parts of the earth. They travel from six to forty miles 
a second and would set fire to every burnable object. If they travelled 
as slowly as a bullet, they would all hit the earth and the consequences 
would be dire. As for man, the impact of a tiny meteor travelling 
ninety times as fast as a bullet would tear him in pieces by the heat of 
its passage. 4 

If, for instance, instead of 21 per cent oxygen [there] were 50 per 
cent or more of the atmosphere, all combustible substances in the 
world would become inflammable to such an extent that the first stroke 
of lightning to hit a tree would ignite the forest, which would almost 
explode. If it were reduced to 10 per cent or less, life might through 
the ages have adjusted itself to it, but few of the elements of civilization 
now so familiar to man, such as fire, would be available. 5 

There are thousands of fine balances in the design of the universe 
that are necessary for human life. If any of them is disturbed only 
slightly, human life as we know it would not be possible. 

As for man, one of the elements of his perfect shape is his unique 
form among all living things. His constitution enables his systems to 
fulfil their functions easily and meticulously. Moreover, the harmony 
between him and his surroundings is perfect, allowing him to live and 
act within his environment. All this may be added to his most 
fundamental and unique quality that enables him to be in charge of 
planet earth. He is equipped with the tools necessary for the fulfilment 
of his task, having been given a mind and spiritual contact with what 
is beyond the physical. 

If we were to study the great accuracy of the human constitution 
and the harmony between the different parts and systems of man’s 
body, relating it to the Qur’anic statement: “He has moulded, you 
into a comely shape", (Verse 64) we would need to reflect at length 
on every small organ, and indeed on every single cell in this marvellous 
creature. Take for example man’s jaw and how teeth are placed in it: 



4. Morrison, A. Cressy, Man Does Not Stand Alone, Kingswood, Surrey, 1962, pp. 27-28. 

5. Ibid., p. 30. 
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the jaw is so finely shaped that if the gum or the tongue were to 
protrude by one tenth of a millimetre this would be enough to make 
the gum or the tongue unfit within the mouth. A protrusion of 
similar thickness in a tooth or a molar will bring it into friction with 
the opposite tooth or molar. Take, for example, something as thin as 
a cigarette paper which when pressed between the upper and lower 
jaws is left with marks on it. As the two jaws close they press against 
any object between them even if its thickness is no more than that of 
the finest paper. 

Man’s constitution is equipped to live on this planet. His eyes are 
made to receive the light frequency which he needs to see. His ears 
pick up the sound frequencies he needs to hear. Every single organ in 
his constitution is designed for the environment in which he lives, 
with a limited ability to adapt to changing conditions. Man is created 
to live in this particular environment and to have a mutual impact on 
it. There is a close relationship between him and his environment, i.e. 
with the earth and the skies. Therefore, the Qur’an mentions man’s 
shape in the same verse in which it mentions the earth and sky. How 
fitting! 

Let us now briefly discuss the text itself: “ It is God who has made for 
you the night in which to rest, and the day to make you see." (Verse 61) 
Rest at night is necessary for every living thing. A period of darkness is 
needed so that living cells can rest before resuming their activity during 
the day. Sleeping is not enough to afford the needed rest; darkness is 
also necessary. A living cell that is exposed to light continuously reaches 
a degree of fatigue that ruins its structure. 

“And the day to make you see." (Verse 6 1 ) A literal translation would 
render this phrase as, ‘and the day able to see.’ The expression brings 
the day alive as if it is a living entity that can look at and see things. In 
fact, it is people that can see during the day, but this quality is given to 
the day itself because it is almost universal. 

The succession of the day and the night in this way is a blessing that 
involves further blessings. Had one or the other of them stretched 
permanently, or if it were merely several times as long, life would come 
to an end. It is fitting, then, that the succession of day and night is 
often mentioned within the context of God’s blessings for which most 
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people do not give thanks: “ God is limitless in His bounty to man, but 
most people do not give thanks .” (Verse 61) 

These two phenomena are brought into existence by the One who 
alone deserves to be named God: "Such is God, your Lord, the Creator 
of all that exists: there is no deity other than Him. How deluded can 
you be ?' (Verse 62) People do recognize God’s hand in everything, 
and they know for certain that He is the Creator of all. Such 
knowledge, in fact, forces itself on our minds by the very existence 
of things. No one can claim to have created these, and it is impossible 
that they could have come into existence of their own accord. It is 
most amazing then that people should turn away from believing in 
God: “ How deluded can you be?" Yet, this does happen: people turn 
away from the clear truth, in the same way as some of those who 
were the first to be addressed by the Qur’an turned away. This takes 
place throughout all generations, without reason or evidence: "Such 
it is: far deluded are those who knowingly deny God’s revelations." 
(Verse 63) 

The surah then mentions the universal design that gives the earth 
and the sky their respective functions: "It is God who has made the 
earth a resting place for you and the sky a canopy .” (Verse 64) The earth 
is a place suited for man’s life, considering the many balances operating 
in it, some of which we have briefly discussed. The sky is a structure 
with careful proportions, dimensions and cycles to ensure stability and 
the continuity of human life. Indeed human life is taken into 
consideration in the design of the universe itself. 

Furthermore, the surah specifies a link between the structure of the 
heavens and earth on the one hand and man’s constitution and the 
wholesome provisions made for him on the other: "He has moulded 
you into a comely shape and provided you with wholesome things .” (Verse 
64) These blessings and provisions are followed by a comment similar 
to the earlier one: "Such is God, your Lord. So glory be to God, the Lord 
of all the worlds." (Verse 64) He is the One who creates, measures and 
designs, giving you a specified place in His kingdom. He is your Lord, 
so glorify Him. His bounty encompasses all worlds. 

"He is the Ever-Living" (Verse 65) His life is from Himself, neither 
gained nor created, without a beginning or an end. It does not alter, 



64 




GHAFIR (The Forgiver) 40 



change or finish. Nothing else has such qualities to its life. All glory to 
Him; unique is His life. 

Again He alone is the Godhead. The One who has a unique life is 
God: “ There is no deity other than Him." Therefore, “ call on Him, sincere 
in your faith in Him." And when you pray to Him, give Him due praise: 
"All praise is due to God, the Lord of all the worlds." (Verse 65) 



Definitive Declaration 

The Prophet is given clear instructions to declare to his people that 
he has been forbidden to worship what they invoke other than God. 
He has also been commanded to submit himself to the Lord of all the 
worlds: 

Say: Since all evidence of the truth has come to me from my Lord, I 
am forbidden to worship those whom you invoke instead of God. I 
am commanded to submit to the Lord of all the worlds. (Verse 66) 

He is to declare to those who turn away from God’s revelations and 
deny His blessings that he has been ordered not to worship the ones 
they invoke instead of God. He is to tell them that he has acted on 
this prohibition ‘since all evidence of the truth has come to me from my 
Lord.' He has the evidence, and he believes in it. It is right that he 
should then declare the word of truth. The prohibition to worship 
anyone other than God denotes a negative action, while submission to 
God Almighty is a positive one. It is from these two opposite parts 
that faith is brought to its fullness. 

Having highlighted certain signs of God in the wide universe, the 
surah now highlights a sign from within man himself. It is the miracle 
of human life and its marvellous stages. This is given here by way of a 
prelude to stating the true nature of life granted by God: 

It is He who creates you out of dust, then out of a gamete, then out 
of a clinging cell mass; and then He brings you forth as infants. He 
then lets you reach maturity, and then grow old - although some of 
you die earlier. [All this He ordains] so that you may reach your 
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appointed, term, and you may use your reason. It is He who ordains 
life and death. When He wills something to be, He only says to it, 
‘Be, and it is. (Verses 67-68) 

This beginning of human life includes facts that man’s knowledge 
could not know because they took place before his existence, and others 
which man sees and monitors. Yet such monitoring started only recently, 
centuries after the revelation of the Qur’an. 

That man was created out of dust refers to a fact taking place 
before his existence. Dust is the origin of all life on earth, including 
human life. Only God knows how this miracle was accomplished, 
and how this great event took shape. As for subsequent procreation, 
this takes place when a male’s sperm fertilizes a female’s egg. 
Conception takes place and a cell mass clings to the uterus. At the 
end, a baby is born after having gone through a number of major 
development stages. When carefully considered in comparison to what 
happens after birth, these stages appear to be longer and greater than 
the stages we go through from birth till death. The surah mentions 
some of these latter stages: childhood, full adulthood at around 30, 
and old age. These stages represent maximum vigour in between two 
ends characterized by weakness. “ Some of you die earlier," before 
attaining to some of these stages. God ordains all this "so that you 
may reach your appointed term" , when you die at the specified time, 
unable to delay it or indeed hasten it. "And you may use your reason." 
To follow the journey travelled by the foetus and then by a baby and 
to reflect on what they indicate of elaborate planning requires good 
use of our reason. 

The embryonic journey is truly fascinating. We have come to know 
much about it with the many recent advancements in medicine and 
embryology. The Qur’anic reference to it, so accurate and precise, 
fourteen centuries earlier, is exceptionally interesting. Any reasonable 
person is bound to reflect on this fact. 

These two journeys, of the embryo and the baby, directly affect our 
hearts, regardless of our social environment or standard of education. 
Every generation feels this effect in its own way and according to the 
information available to it. The Qur’an addresses these facts to all 
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generations, and they receive the message contained in them, and then 
determine their response or lack of it. 

This is followed by mentioning the facts of giving life and taking it 
away, creation and origination: "It is He who ordains life and death. 
When He wills something to be, He only says to it, ‘Be’, and it is.” (Verse 
68) The Qur’an repeatedly refers to life and death as they are signs that 
have a strong effect on man’s heart. Indeed both phenomena affect 
everything in man’s world. Both have wider scope than initially thought. 
There are different forms and aspects of both life and death. We need 
only to think of a dead, barren land, and then we see it quicken, 
becoming full of life. We see a tree with dry leaves and stripped branches 
in one season, and we see it later with life bursting through every part 
of it. It soon blossoms with leaves, flowers and fruit. We can look at 
an egg, a chic, a seed, a plant, etc. These are all aspects of the journey 
from death to life. There is also the opposite journey, from life to 
death. Both can strongly affect us as we contemplate them. 

Added to these two phenomena there is the origination. It is sufficient 
that God’s will is directed to the creation of anything through the 
word, ‘Be,’ and the subject matter of this comes into existence. Blessed 
be God, the best of all creators. 



A Singular Argument 

Against the backdrop of the emergence of human life, the cycle of 
life and death, the truth of initiation and origination, disputing the 
truth of God’s revelations or the import of His signs sounds singular. 
Equally odd is any denial of God’s messengers. Hence, a fearful warning 
is given in the form of a scene from the Day of Resurrection: 

Do you not see how those who dispute God’s revelations are turned 
away from the truth ? Those who reject the Book and the messages 
We sent through Our messengers. They will certainly come to know 
when, with chains and shackles round their necks, they will be 
dragged into scalding water, and then burnt in the fire of hell. Then 
they will be asked: ' Where now are those to whom you ascribed 
divinity side by side with God?' They will answer: ‘They have 
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forsaken us, or rather, what we used to invoke were nothing. ’ Thus 
does God let the unbelievers go astray. 'This is because on earth you 
took delight in things that are untrue and you were insolent. Enter 
now the gates of hell, where you shall abide. Evil indeed is the 
abode of the arrogant.' (Verses 69-76) 

These verses first wonder at those disputing God’s revelations when 
they see the great signs He has placed in the universe. This serves as a 
prelude to outlining the fate that awaits them in the life to come. “ Do 
you not see how those who dispute God’s revelations are turned away 
from the truth ? Those who reject the Book and the messages We sent 
through Our messengers'' (Verses 69-70) They have rejected one book 
and one messenger, but, in fact, they reject everything all God’s 
messengers said. Theirs is the same faith, put in its most perfect form 
in the final message. This means that they actually denied every single 
message and rejected every single messenger. Everyone who opposed 
the Divine faith, at any time in history including the present, did this 
when he or she opposed the truth advocated by the messenger 
addressing him personally. 

“ They will certainly come to know." (Verse 70) This statement adds 
humiliation to painful punishment. "When, with chains and shackles 
round their necks, they will be dragged." (Verse 71) They are dragged 
like animals and beasts to add further humiliation to their predicament. 
Why should they be given honourable treatment when they have 
discarded every single cause of honour? Their humiliation and dragging 
eventually leads them "into scalding water, and then burnt in the fire of 
hell.” (Verse 72) There they are tied up after the place is filled with a 
burning fire and scalding water. 

Such is the end they face. It is then that they are further rebuked and 
painfully embarrassed: “ Then they will be asked: Where now are those 
to whom you ascribed divinity side by side with God?' (Verses 73-74) 
Their reply is that of someone who is in total sorrow after he realizes 
that he has been badly deceived: “ They will answer: They have forsaken 
us, or rather, what we used to invoke were nothing.” (Verse 74) We have 
lost them and we have no way of finding them. Nor can they find us. 
In fact we did not ascribe divinity to anyone. These were all myths and 
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false presumptions. After this sorrowful answer, the surah adds a general 
comment: “ Thus does God let the unbelievers go astray." (Verse 74) 

A further and final reproach is then added: “ This is because on earth 
you took delight in things that are untrue and you were insolent. Enter 
now the gates of hell, where you shall abide. Evil indeed is the abode of 
the arrogant." (Verses 75-76) God save us! What, then, was all that 
dragging, the chains, the scalding waters and fire? It appears that these 
were a prelude before entering hell where they would abide. It was 
because of their arrogance that they were so humiliated. 

Again, the surah urges the Prophet to remain patient in the face of 
the many levelled adversity he was encountering, represented in the 
arrogance shown by the unbelievers and their persistent disputing of 
God’s revelations. He is told to have complete trust in the fulfilment 
of God’s promise, whether God keeps him alive to see with his own 
eyes some aspects of what He warned the unbelievers against or He 
gathers him to Himself first. The whole question is determined by 
God. God’s messenger’s task is to deliver his message. Ultimately, all 
will return to God: 

Hence, remain patient in adversity, for God’s promise always comes 
true. Whether We show you something of what We hold in store for 
them or We cause you to die before that, it is to Us that they shall all 
return. (Verse 77) 

There is something that deserves careful attention here. The Prophet 
Muhammad, God’s messenger, who faced a determined onslaught of 
rejection, persecution and arrogant hostility is being told in short: ‘Fulfil 
your duty and do not be concerned with anything else. The outcome 
is none of your concern.’ He was not even to entertain wishes that 
God might act in fulfilment of some aspects of the punishment 
promised to the arrogant unbelievers. He is simply required to fulfil 
his responsibility. The whole dispute is not his; it is God’s and He 
determines how He will settle it. 

This is a very high standard of discipline which God requires from 
the advocates of His message, starting with His noble messenger, 
Muhammad (peace be upon him). What is required of them is very 
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hard indeed. It requires them to keep their strong feelings and wishes 
in check. Is it for this reason that the command to remain patient is 
given at this point in the surah ? In this sense, it is not a repeat of the 
earlier order to be patient. Rather, it points to a different type of 
patience, which can be harder than handling arrogance and physical 
harm with patience. 

Here we see that ordinary human beings, advocating God’s message, 
are required to purge themselves of the desire to see how God punishes 
His and their enemies who continue to fight against them. This is 
extremely difficult. Yet it is part of the cultivation of the ideals of 
those who serve God’s cause. They are to shed everything that they 
desire for themselves, even though this may be no more than to see 
the enemies of their faith defeated and punished. 

When the advocates of God’s faith attain this level, they equip 
themselves with what saves them from drowning in the ocean of desire. 
Desires may seem pure and justified to start with, but Satan tries hard 
to manipulate them for his own ends. 




4 

When it is Too Late to Believe 



We sent other messengers before 
your time; some We have given 
you an account of, while others 
We have not. No messenger 
could bring a sign except by God’s 
leave. When God’s will becomes 
manifest, judgement will be 
passed between them in all 
justice, and lost will be, then and 
there, all who have followed 
falsehood. (78) 

It is God who provides livestock 
for you, some for riding and some 
for your food. (79) 

You have other benefits in them 
too. You can reach on them any 
destination you wish. On them, 
as on ships, you are carried. (80) 

And He shows you His signs: 
which of God’s signs can you still 
deny? (81) 
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Have they not travelled through 
the land and seen what was the 
end of those who lived before 
them? They were more numerous 
than them, and greater in power 
and in the impact they left on 
earth. Yet what they achieved was 
of no avail to them. (82) 






When God’s messengers came to 
them with all evidence of the 
truth, they revelled in what 
knowledge they had; and so they 
were overwhelmed by the very 
thing which they mocked. (83) 

And then when they saw Our 
might, they said: ‘We believe in 
God alone, and we renounce 
those we used to associate as 
partners with Him.’ (84) 

But accepting the faith after they 
had seen Our might was not going 
to benefit them at all. This has 
always been God’s way of dealing 
with His creatures. There and then 
the unbelievers will be lost. (85) 




Overview 

This final part of the surah elaborates on the comments given at the 
end of the previous part. It again directs the Prophet and the believers 
to remain patient in adversity, until God wills to bring about what He 
has promised the believers and what He has warned the unbelievers 
against. This may take place during the Prophet’s lifetime or may be 
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delayed until a later time. The question here is that of faith, the believers 
and the rejecters who dispute its truth. The arbiter in all this is God. It 
is He who determines the course of His message as He pleases. 

In this part the surah outlines some additional aspects of this point. 
The Divine message has a long history. It did not start with the Prophet 
Muhammad and the Islamic message embodied in the Qur’an. Before 
him there were many messengers, some of whom God mentioned to 
the Prophet and some He did not. They all faced rejection and 
arrogance. They were all required to demonstrate miracles. Everyone 
of them dearly wished that God would give him a miracle which would 
force the rejecters to submit to the truth. However, showing such a 
sign or a miracle is a matter that God determines at His own time. 
The message is His and He conducts its affairs. 

Nevertheless, there are numerous signs in the universe, which can be 
seen by all at all times. Of these, the surah mentions here cattle and 
ships, and refers in general to other signs which no one can deny. 

The surah concludes with a strong reminder of the destruction of 
earlier communities all of whom displayed similar arrogance. Their 
power and civilization were of little use to them when God’s law was 
applied: "But accepting the faith after they had seen Our might was not 
going to benefit them at all. This has always been God’s way of dealing 
with His creatures. There and then the unbelievers will be lost." (Verse 
85) On this powerful note the surah concludes. It is a surah that focuses 
its attention on the battle between truth and falsehood, faith and 
unfaith, tyranny and justice. 



Past Messengers 

We sent other messengers before your time; some We have given you 
an account of while others We have not. No messenger could bring 
a sign except by God’s leave. When God’s will becomes manifest, 
judgement will be passed between them in all justice, and lost will 
be, then and there, all who have followed falsehood. (Verse 78) 

This whole question of the message has had many precedents, some 
of which are told by God to His messenger in this book, the Qur’an. 
Others, He chose not to tell him about. The accounts that have been 
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given clearly show the long, clearly marked way that advocacy of the 
Divine message should take. They also outline the rules that cannot be 
altered, since God has set them into operation. Furthermore, these 
accounts of past messengers make clear the nature of the message, the 
role of the messengers and the limits they have to observe. 

The present verse strongly emphasizes a fact that needs to be fully 
understood: “No messenger could bring a sign except by God’s leave.” 
(Verse 78) Every believer, even though he may be a messenger of God, 
would love to see the Divine message victorious. They dearly wish 
that those who stubbornly reject it will soon succumb to its truth. 
Therefore, they would love to see a miracle that would break the 
stubbornness of hardened unbelievers. However, God wants His chosen 
servants to remain absolutely patient in the face of all adversity. He, 
therefore, makes it clear to them that they have no say in the matter; 
their task is completed when they have delivered their message. Miracles 
occur at the time of His choice. Thus, they should be reassured, satisfied 
with whatever is accomplished through them, leaving the final outcome 
to God, who determines it as He pleases. 

God also wants people to understand the nature of Godhead and 
the nature of prophethood. He wants them to realize that God’s 
messengers are mortals like them: He has chosen them and assigned 
them their missions. Not only can they not exceed that mission, 
they would not try to do so. Moreover, people should know that 
miracles are delayed out of God’s mercy. It is God’s will that should 
people continue to reject His faith after they have been given a miracle, 
He will destroy them soon after that. Thus, they are given time and 
a period of grace: “ When God’s will becomes manifest, judgement will 
be passed between them in all justice, and lost will be, then and there, 
all who have followed falsehood.” (Verse 78) There will be no time 
left for any further action, nor for repentance or mending of ways. 



Signs Everywhere 

Those who demand miracles are directed to reflect on God’s signs 
that are present everywhere in the world around them. Because of the 
long familiarity of these, they are often forgotten. Reflection on them, 
however, is sufficient to give them all the evidence they want. They 
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testify to the fact that God is the Creator of everything in the universe. 
No one can claim that these have been created by anyone other than 
God; nor can there be any claim that they existed without being created 
by God who has planned everything: 

It is God who provides livestock for you, some for riding and some for 
your food. You have other benefits in them too. You can reach on 
them any destination you wish. On them, as on ships, you are carried. 
And He shows you His signs: which of God's signs can you still deny? 
(Verses 79-81) 

The creation of livestock is a miracle in the first place, just like the 
creation of man. To shape and fashion them and to give them life are all 
miracles which human beings do not even claim. Another miracle is 
making such livestock subservient to man, when some of them are larger 
and stronger than man. Yet, "It is God who provides livestock for you, some 
for riding and some for your food." (Verse 79) To say that such livestock 
merely exist and we need not concern ourselves with how or why they 
do is unacceptable. To claim that they are not a clear miracle in relation 
to man and his ability, or that they do not point to the Creator who 
originated them and gave them their characteristics, as He did with man, 
is to make arbitrary claims that run against logic and reason. 

The surah reminds them of the favours God has granted them 
through these creatures: "some for riding and some for your food. You 
have other benefits in them too. You can reach on them any destination 
you wish. On them, as on ships, you are carried." (Verses 79-80) The 
things that they used to desire and accomplish through travelling on 
such mounts were great at the time; this before the invention of modern 
means of travel and transport. There are still certain things that continue 
to be done by using such livestock. Even today, certain mountainous 
areas can only be reached by using animals, despite the fact that cars, 
trains, planes and other vehicles are available to us. Access to them is 
through narrow passages that can only be traversed by animals. 

"On them, as on ships, you are carried." (Verse 80) This is also a sign 
from God; indeed, a great blessing from Him. The fact that ships sail 
on the sea is based on a number of natural laws and balances that are of 
the essence of the universe’s design. They involve the earth, sky, dry 
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land, sea and river, as well as the nature of the elements and components 
of the universe. These are essential whether a boat uses sail, steam, 
combustion engine, nuclear power, or some other power God has placed 
on our planet and the use of which He has facilitated for man. Hence, 
ships are mentioned here as an aspect of God’s signs on the one hand 
and the blessings He bestows on man on the other. 

God’s signs throughout the universe are countless. They cannot be 
denied by any serious minded person: “ And He shows you His signs: 
which of God's signs can you still deny ?' (Verse 81) Yes, indeed! Some 
people do deny and dispute God’s revelations and signs, using false 
arguments to try to undermine the truth. Such people, however, are 
motivated only by ulterior motives, arrogance, twisted concepts or 
some purpose other than establishing the truth. A tyrant like Pharaoh, 
who feared for his throne because he knew that the truth of God’s 
oneness would disprove the legends on which his kingship was based, 
disputed God’s signs and His message. Some people believe in certain 
creeds that are incompatible with the principle of God’s oneness such 
as communism. Communists wanted people to confine themselves to 
the earth, concentrating all their cares on their bellies and sexual desires. 
They wanted people to worship nothing other than the creed or the 
leader. Others suffered under the yoke of the clergy, as happened during 
the Middle Ages in Europe when the Church held excessive powers, 
and people wanted to get rid of such tyranny. Therefore, they rejected 
God in whose name the Church exercized its tyranny. 

There are other motives that make people dispute the truth of faith. 
However, human nature finds such disputes repugnant and 
acknowledges the truth testified by everything in the universe. 

Lessons of History 

The surah concludes on a very powerful note: 

Have they not travelled through the land and seen what was the 
end of those who lived before them ? They were more numerous than 
them, and greater in power and in the impact they left on earth. 
Yet what they achieved was of no avail to them. When God’s 
messengers came to them with all evidence of the truth, they revelled 
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in what knowledge they had; and so they were overwhelmed by the 
very thing which they mocked. And then when they saw Our might, 
they said: 'We believe in God alone, and we renounce those we used 
to associate as partners with Him. But accepting the faith after they 
had seen Our might was not going to benefit them at all. This has 
always been God’s way of dealing with His creatures. There and 
then the unbelievers will be lost. (Verses 82-85) 

Many communities were destroyed during human history. What 
happened to some of these communities can be seen in their ruins; 
others are recorded in history, written or transmitted by word of 
mouth. The Qur’an often directs our attention to these histories because 
they are indicative of human life and its course of history. They also 
have a powerful effect on our minds and hearts. The Qur’an addresses 
human nature by what God, who revealed the Qur’an, knows of human 
nature: what influences it and what opens its receptors. Some of these 
receptors need only a light tap, while others require strong hammering 
because of the thick veils that have covered them over time. 

At this point the surah questions them, encouraging them to travel 
across the land with open eyes, alert feelings and an objective approach. 
They should look at what took place on earth before their time, and 
consider whether they too might be exposed to the same: “ Have they 
not travelled through the land and seen what was the end of those who 
lived before them?' (Verse 82) Before specifying what end they met, the 
surah describes the conditions of those past communities so that the 
addressees can consider how it could affect them and also enable them 
to draw the right lessons: “ They were more numerous than them, and 
greater in power and in the impact they left on earth." (Verse 82) Thus, 
they enjoyed power and civilization. Some of these belonged to 
generations that preceded the Arabs, the history of some is given to the 
Prophet, while others were known to the Arabs who passed by their 
ruins: “ Yet what they achieved was of no avail to them.” (Verse 82) 

Neither material power nor numerical strength was of any avail to 
them. Indeed their advancement was the cause of their tragedy: “ When 
God’s messengers came to them with all evidence of the truth, they revelled 
in what knowledge they had?' (Verse 83) Without faith, knowledge 
becomes a test that may cause blindness and excess. Such superficial 
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knowledge can lead to conceit and arrogance. Given such knowledge, a 
person may think that he can control immense powers and immeasurable 
resources and this leads him to transgress beyond his limits. He tends to 
forget the great many things he does not know. These are present in the 
universe, but he has no power over them. Indeed, he is not fully aware 
of them. He only knows their ends that are close to him. Yet he boasts 
falsely, emphasizing his knowledge and overlooking his ignorance. If he 
would only compare what he knows to what he does not, and what he 
is able to do to with what he cannot even begin to understand, he would 
certainly moderate his excitement about his knowledge. 

Those people, however, revelled in what little knowledge they had 
and ridiculed whoever reminded them of what is beyond their 
knowledge: "And so they were overwhelmed by the very thing which 
they mocked." (Verse 83) Therefore, when they see God’s might, they 
begin to realize the truth of their arrogance and acknowledge what 
they used to deny. They declare their belief in God’s oneness and disown 
those deities which they alleged to be God’s partners. All this, however, 
comes when it is too late: "And then when they saw Our might, they 
said: 'We believe in God alone, and we renounce those we used to associate 
as partners with Him. But accepting the faith after they had seen Our 
might was not going to benefit them at all." (Verses 84-83) It is a rule 
God has established that repentance after demonstrating God’s might 
is not acceptable, because it is motivated by fear, not by faith. “ This 
has always been God’s way of dealing with His creatures." (Verse 85) 
God’s way remains operative at all times. It never changes, deviates or 
fails: “ There and then the unbelievers will be lost." (Verse 85) 

This is a very powerful conclusion to the surah, with God’s might 
overwhelming the rejecters when they are raising their voices with 
appeals motivated by fear. Thus, the end fits well with overall ambience 
and main subject matter of the surah. 

The siirah tackles those issues of faith that feature prominently in 
Makkan revelations, such as God’s oneness, resurrection and revelation. 
These, however, are not the main themes of the surah. Its main theme 
is the battle between truth and falsehood, faith and unfaith, tyranny 
and justice. Indeed, the development of this battle gives the siirah its 
distinctive features. 
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